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This research study explored the experiences of field supervisors in the Bachelor of Social Work 
(BSW) fourth-year Field Instruction Programme at the University of Johannesburg. More 
specifically, the study set out to determine the field supervisors’ experiences of the selection process 
into the supervision role; the challenges experienced and the coping mechanisms; the training needs 
and support as well as the relationship patterns and dynamics between supervisors and other key role-
players. The key constructs of micro, meso and macrosystems adapted from the Ecological Systems 
Theory (EST) were applied in this study in exploring the interplay between the field supervisors, the 
university, the student and placement agency. 
A qualitative approach was employed in this study which gave the researcher an opportunity to 
understand the complex interactions of the field instruction system through the narratives of the 
participants. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight supervisors who were purposively 
sampled from current and past field supervisors within the fourth year BSW Programme at the 
University of Johannesburg. Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data.   
The study found that there were no clear criteria and rigorous interviews conducted for the selection 
of supervisors. While support and communication from the university was satisfactory, the training 
of supervisors was inadequate to meet the needs of the supervision required. On the other hand, 
communication was less than favourable between agencies and university-appointed supervisors. 
Students presented many challenges to supervisors while they in turn, found different ways to cope 
with these challenges and still meet the requirements of supervision. The constructs from EST showed 
that supervisors experience their roles as being interdependent and interrelated to other key role-
players in the field instruction component.  
The recommendations point to the need for structured recruitment and selection processes in filling 
supervision vacancies. In addition, there is a need for more standardised training and more contact 
sessions that allow for peer collaboration. The selection of adequate placement agencies, improved 
communication between university-appointed supervisors and agencies as well as opportunities for 
shared theoretical knowledge between supervisors and field-educators could solidify and enhance 
field instruction at the University of Johannesburg.  
Keywords: Field supervisor, field instruction, social work, social work education, BSW, student, 
social work student 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
1.1. Background and Rationale 
Field instruction is an integral component of social work education and forms the foundation for the 
skills, expertise and knowledge crucial for students who will later become professionals in the field 
(Tanga, 2013; Bogo, 2006). Field instruction gives students an opportunity to put into practice the 
knowledge and theory attained in the classroom setting (Bogo, 2006). The quality of the field 
instruction component is highly determined by the key role-players who are significant in the 
successful implementation of this process, namely the student, the supervisor, the university and the 
placement agency. Combined, these role players have the potential to mould a progressive and 
rigorous social work profession that aligns with the ethical standards and social welfare needs of the 
clientele it serves.  
The Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) is an undergraduate degree offered by the University of 
Johannesburg. The degree is presented in an integrative approach which allows teaching from both a  
varied theoretical component, which is rooted in classroom teaching, and a complementary field 
instruction education programme, which offers practical learning in the field (SAQA, 2009).  
During field instruction, BSW students work under the guidance of field instruction supervisors 
during their field practicum component. These supervisors are expected to offer support, development 
and mentorship to students as well as fulfil the administrative and management functions of 
supervision (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014). There are multi-layered dynamics, experiences, functions 
and relationships to be considered in field instruction supervision and the different goals of 
supervision encompass unique objectives for the successful implementation of field instruction. 
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW fourth-year 
Field Instruction Programme at the University of Johannesburg. Research into the field instruction 
experiences of field supervisors within the BSW programme at UJ has not been brought under 
scholarly scrutiny. This research seeks to provide valuable insights into such experiences. It will 
inform the Department of Social Work on the field supervisors’ experiences of field instruction and 
whether changes, if any, need to be made to improve and enhance the field instruction component of 
the BSW undergraduate programme. 
To gain valuable insight on the experiences of field supervisors, this study used elements of systems 
theory to understand the interplay and interactions amongst all the factors that play a role and have 
an impact on the overall encounters of supervisors. Using elements of systems theory would serve to 
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inform the Department of Social Work, of the interrelatedness and integrative aspect of the field 
instruction programme – focusing on the various aspects of supervision relationship dynamics, key 
roles and procedures that form part of the perspectives of the field supervisor (Nadesan, 2019). 
Therefore, the aim of this research was to explore the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW 
fourth-year Field Instruction Programme at the University of Johannesburg. 
1.2. Preliminary Literature Review 
According to Auslander and Rosenne (2016), field instruction is a process of learning, which allows 
the integration of theoretical knowledge into practice within the context of an educational team that 
is focused on students’ professional development. The student remains at the core of the field 
instruction system as an active beneficiary of what is intended to be a dynamic learning process that 
sets the foundation for their social and community development career (Bogo, 2006).    
Under the supervision of designated field supervisors amongst other key role-players, students are 
provided with the platform to engage in authentic experiences within communities, working with 
individuals, families and groups while plugging in the skills they learn from the theoretical 
component. Field supervisors are instrumental in nurturing and supporting students through the field 
instruction process. They set the foundation and environment for students to implement 
organisational, therapeutic, social and administrative practical skills (Trevithick, 2001).  
The management and responsibility for the student onsite experience, professional development and 
conduct is held by the field supervisor, and as such, it is a legal requirement for all BSW field 
supervisors to be registered social workers (SACSSP, 2006).  Ideally, field supervisors are expected 
to possess an adequate number of years of practice experience while demonstrating wisdom and 
competency in mentoring and supervising students. Field supervisors work collaboratively with other 
key role players and professionals in the field instruction realm, ensuring the optimal guidance and 
professional training of students (Wilson, 1981; Nadesan, 2019).  
Already faced with demands and pressures from both agencies and universities, field instruction 
supervisors are increasingly inundated with expectations to manage, support and guide students.  
They play a huge role in the training and grooming of students, often with very little support, no 
experience, limited training, heavy caseloads and limited time (Dhemba, 2012). In order for 
supervisors to produce competent and skilled social work graduates, they themselves need to be 
armed with adequate training and procedural briefing on the expectations placed upon them. 
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1.3. Theoretical Framework 
According to Nadesan (2019), there is a dearth of literature and studies to date on field instruction 
systems on the experiences of field supervisors within the BSW programme at UJ. This study thus 
serves to analyse field instruction supervision in relation to key concepts of systems theory. 
This study used the Ecological Systems Theory (EST) of Bronfenbrenner (2005) to understand the 
interrelations that unfold within the context of field instruction where field supervisors are concerned. 
The key constructs of micro, meso and macrosystems adapted from the EST were applied in this 
study in exploring the interplay between the field supervisors, the university, the student and 
placement agency.  
The microsystem includes the setting that represents the individual and the direct interactions they 
have within their circle of influence. In this study, the supervisor was viewed as the microsystem with 
the direct relations to students and fellow supervisors who are key role-players within the micro 
setting. Escalating from the micro is the mesosystem which includes the cross and lateral relations or 
processes that occur between the multiple microsystems. In this context, the Social Work Department 
at UJ and the relations with students were viewed as the mesosystem. The outermost system is the 
macrosystem that describes the overarching norms and values that impact on the cultural and 
socioeconomic aspects of a society. The standards set by the university, agency and the community 
have a significant impact on the supervisors’ experiences of field instruction and were thus seen, in 
the context of this study, as the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 
The EST framework endeavoured to identify and describe how members of the field instruction team 
function within an ecological system (Nadesan, 2019).  Therefore, the use of EST allowed for the 
understanding of patterns, processes and complexities that are natural to field supervision. EST 
attracts us to the expansive, yet focused aspects of field instruction and supervision through the multi-
layered and interrelated lens of micro, meso and macro systems (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017). 
1.4. Aim and Objectives of the Study 
The aim of this research is to explore the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW fourth-year 
Field Instruction Programme at the University of Johannesburg.  
The objectives of the research are:  
1. To gain insight into the field supervisors’ experiences of their selection process and the 
requirements of the department for fourth-year BSW field supervision. 
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2. To explore the supervision challenges and coping strategies of fourth-year BSW field 
supervisors. 
3. To explore the training needs and support required of fourth-year field supervisors. 
4. To explore the supervisors’ experiences of the relationship between themselves, the students, 
the university and the placement agency from a systems perspective. 
 
1.5. Research Methodology 
1.5.1. Study Approach and Design 
This study adopted a qualitative approach which enabled the researcher to explore and understand the 
constructivist views attached to the field supervisors’ experiences of field instruction and how they 
interpret it. This approach afforded the researcher an opportunity to understand the complex 
interactions of the field instruction system through the narratives of the participants (Fouche & 
Delport, 2011; Bless, Higson-Smith & Sithole, 2013). The nature of this study was exploratory and 
descriptive, encouraging of a less structured approach (Fouche & Delport, 2011). This allowed for an 
understanding and exploration of the experiences of field supervisors and allowed for flexibility and 
adaptability during the interviewing process.  
1.5.2. Population and Sampling 
The population for this study comprised approximately 82 current field supervisors within the fourth-
year BSW programme. This population included both university appointed, and agency-appointed 
supervisors. The supervisors were allocated to the researcher by the project co-ordinator. The 
sampling technique used was nonprobability sampling, particularly purposive sampling (Crano, Lac 
& Brewer, 2015). A sample size of eight field supervisors was purposively selected to allow for 
richness of data.  
1.5.3. Data Collection 
In this study,  in-depth one-on-one semi-structured interviews were used as a means to collect data. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic1, interviews were conducted telephonically and remotely. The 
                                                 
1 The COVID-19 pandemic, also known as the coronavirus pandemic, is a pandemic of coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2). It was first identified in 
December 2019 in Wuhan, China. The World Health Organization declared the outbreak a Public Health Emergency of 




exploratory interviews helped to gather descriptions of the participants’ worldview and perceptions 
regarding the research topic (Opdenakker, 2006). A semi-structured interview schedule was used as 
the data collection tool as it would elicit the participants’ own viewpoints on field instruction (Struwig 
& Stead, 2001).  
1.5.4. Data Analysis 
Data collection and data analysis occurred simultaneously in this study. The interviews were 
conducted personally by the researcher and recorded digitally, with the permission of the participants, 
and thereafter transcribed. In line with the theoretical frame of this study, analysis of the data was  
conducted using thematic analysis. Data was analysed using the eight steps of Tesch’s thematic 
analysis method (Tesch, as cited in Maxwell, 2013).  The process of coding was used to identify 
potential themes and subthemes. From this process, relevant themes and subthemes that immensely 
contributed to the study were drawn and included in the report. Particular attention was given to 
concepts of ecological systems theory, such as micro, meso and macrosystems (Forte, 2014). 
1.5.5. Trustworthiness 
This research adhered to the guidelines for trustworthiness as set out in Lincoln and Guba (1985), 
who suggested that research must produce results that cover four dimensions of rigour, namely  
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. Confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 
was ensured by means of triangulation where information was sort from multiple sources including 
both the participants and the documentation from the Department of Social Work at UJ. An “audit 
trail” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 319) was maintained as a means of ensuring dependability of the 
study (Horn, 2012). This allowed for key findings and proposals to be traced back to their relevant 
sources as evidence for claims made in the study (Rule & John, 2011). Transferability was ensured 
through the provision of thick descriptions whereby there was a wide range of rich data and 
information collected from the sample size and context. The researcher used member checking to 
verify that the data was a true reflection of the interview (Rule & John, 2011). 
1.5.6. Ethical Considerations 
As this research project involved human participants, careful consideration was given to the ethical 
risks and the methods to reduce such risk and to be in line with all UJ Research Ethics requirements. 
Babbie (2014) and De Vos et al., (2011) state that the involvement of participants in social research 
must always be voluntary. The research participants in this study were given full disclosure on the 
nature of this study and made aware of their right to decide whether or not to participate. Participants’ 
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voluntary participation was based on their complete understanding of the research goals, procedures, 
processes as well as the risks involved (Babbie, 2014; Babbie & Mouton, 2010). The briefing of 
participants was conducted and informed written consent was obtained prior to the onset of the 
interview process.  
Protection of a participant’s identity and shared information is of significant importance (Babbie, 
2014; Babbie & Mouton, 2010). In this study, participants' details were protected by the allocation of 
a pseudonym, e.g. Participant 1. This ensured confidentiality and anonymity of all participants. The 
data collected was stored on encrypted word documents and on a computer with password protection. 
It is an ethical obligation for the researcher conducting any form of research to be competent, honest 
and adequately skilled to carry out the proposed research (Walliman, as cited in De Vos et al., 2011, 
p. 123). Where researcher positionality was concerned, the researcher is a qualified and highly skilled 
social worker with research experience and equally bound by the ethical code of conduct of the South 
African Council of Social Service Professions. The researcher was aware of her own personal beliefs, 
experiences and values and that these did not impinge on the analysis and representation of the data. 
Researchers need to take care of the physical and psychological safety of participants and be aware 
of the subtle dangers and guard against them during research processes (Neuman, 2012). The 
researcher was cognisant that because of the nature of this research study and the questions, 
participants may have perceived that their professional knowledge and expertise was being 
investigated and judged, therefore careful consideration was given to the questioning and 
interviewing style to circumvent this. This ensured that no harm was imposed on participants. 
1.6. Structure of the Study 
 Chapter 1 presents the introduction to the study, which includes the background, rationale and 
preliminary literature review relevant to the study, as well as the aim and objectives of the 
study. This chapter also provides the methodology followed in this study. 
 Chapter 2 presents a literature review which defines concepts, discusses existing knowledge 
of field instruction and field supervision, and indicates how the study will contribute to 
developing knowledge on field instruction and field supervision. This chapter also provides a 
review of ecological systems theory and its central conceptual tools. 
 Chapter 3 provides the methodology, which details the research plan, approach and design. It 




 Chapter 4 presents the analysis and interpretation of the findings of the study per objective. 
The data collected is narrated and discussed using thematic analysis.  
 Chapter 5 details the conclusion and limitations of the research. It includes a summary of the 
study as well as the recommendations for future studies. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review  
2.1. Introduction 
This chapter aims to present a literature review that gives the synopsis and landscape to field 
instruction and supervision in South Africa with regard to the key role-players who form part of the 
field instruction pedagogy. According to Creswell (2013), a literature review helps locate and 
centralise the insight that the researcher has on a topic and creates a platform to understand the 
existing gaps that can then be further studied. This chapter firstly discusses the nature and function 
of field supervision and presents the policy framework for field supervision in South Africa to 
contextualise the study. This is followed by the literature on the components of field supervision, and 
then the field supervision elements that arise from the literature are addressed. Lastly, it will integrate 
the theoretical framework and elements of systems theory on which this study is centred. 
2.2. The Nature and Function of Field Supervision 
A myriad of literature gives definitions of field supervision as being an intrinsic component of social 
work that provides administrative, educational and supportive functions to enable the professional 
and personal development of social workers and students (Howe & Gray 2013; Wonnacott, 2012). 
The concept of student supervision in social work education is described as the learning and 
supportive relationship between a supervisor and a trainee social worker, with a main purpose to 
structure the professional skills development of the latter (Pelser, 1988). An enriching and fulfilling 
supervision experience encompasses the integration of existing and new knowledge and this can have 
lasting effects on the services rendered to clients. Munson (2012) defined supervision as a process of 
collaboration and interaction between a supervisor and a supervisee, involving teaching, support and 
administration. 
The essence of supervision in social work is to provide administrative, educational and supportive 
functions to social work students in the field instruction component (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; 
Tsui, 2005; Bradley & Ladany, 2001). The field supervision function forms a part of the foundation 
for the BSW field instruction module whereby qualified, registered and experienced social workers 
are sort out by the universities to provide functional teaching, training and support (DSD & SACSSP, 
2012). 
The different functions of supervision encompass unique objectives for the supervisor and supervisee 
relationship.  According to Kadushin and Harkness (2014), the administrative focus is aligned to a 
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management function and relies on ensuring the compliance of students and social workers to 
processes and procedures; the educational focus refers to the development and advancement of 
professional skills, knowledge and expertise of the supervisee and the supportive focus embraces the 
emotional containment and the sustenance of supervisee morale. 
2.3. Policy Framework for Field Supervision 
The governing policies and legislation aim to elucidate and give structure to the practice of 
supervision in social work and provide a framework and rationale for supervision. The South African 
Department of Social Development (DSD) and the South African Council for Social Services 
Professions (SACSSP) provide the Supervision Framework that highlights the norms and standards, 
principles, functions, roles and methods of supervision (DSD & SACSSP, 2012). From a critical 
perspective, these concepts are basic and seemingly fail to ascend and plug into the situational and 
institutional day-to-day challenges experienced in supervision (Engelbrecht, 2013; Parker, 2017). If 
supervision is an intricate speciality from which we intend to produce highly competent and skilled 
professionals for the client base we serve from a social development theory, then it is paramount that 
a policy framework provides a specialised, high level and contextualised focus on supervision 
concepts.  
Moreover, Engelbrecht (2013) focuses on how the supervision of social workers and related concepts 
in the framework are defined by uncited literature sources that do not specifically show the link to 
South Africa’s welfare policy contexts. This takes away from the relevance of our policy in the local 
context, making it exceptionally challenging to be guided by the framework. 
The Supervision Framework states that supervisors “should attend a supervision course presented by 
an accredited service provider recognised by the SACSSP” (DSD & SACSSP, 2012, p. 32). There 
however is no further information on course providers and no form of monitoring if organisational 
supervisors are trained and qualified in the supervision speciality. This view is echoed by Parker 
(2017) who states that there is no way of tracking that training of supervisors is taking place and 
expresses that if supervision were a speciality then it would be a requirement for social work 
supervisors to be registered as such through the Council, thus regulating their training and expertise.  
From a critical perspective, the Supervision Framework does not progressively provide in-depth 
solutions to increasing competence, expertise and skills of supervisors; instead, it merely gives 




2.4. Components of Field Instruction 
Field instruction is an integral component of social work education and forms the foundation for the 
skills, expertise and knowledge crucial for students who will later become professionals in the field 
(Tanga, 2013; Bogo, 2006; Shera & Bogo, 2001). Field instruction gives students an opportunity to 
put into practice the knowledge and theory attained in the classroom setting (Bogo, 2006).  Social 
work education, and curricula, across many countries in Africa and internationally prides itself with 
the field instruction component that has been proclaimed as the signature pedagogy that highlights 
the importance of merging theory and practice in the successful grooming of social work 
professionals.  
The quality of the field instruction component is highly determined by the key role-players who are 
significant in the successful implementation of this process, namely the student, the university 
supervisor, the agency supervisor and the field instruction coordinator. The significance of forming 
close, interconnected bonds and partnerships amongst the key role-players has huge implications on 
the success of field instruction (Nadesan, 2019). Combined, these role players have the potential to 
mould a progressive and rigorous social work profession that aligns itself with the ethical standards 
and social welfare needs of the clientele it serves (Matthieu, Carter, Casner & Edmond, 2016).  
2.4.1. The University  
The university structure creates a framework for social work field instruction and provides a 
foundation on which the practical integration of critical skills and theory are explored through field 
placement work.  Currently, in the South African context, there are 17 universities that provide a four-
year undergraduate academic programme, designed to offer both the theoretical and practical 
components of social work education within their curriculum. From 2006 up until 2015, this 
curriculum was presented in order to meet the 27 Exit Level Outcomes (ELOs) required for the 
fulfilment of the BSW Degree, as stipulated by the Standard Generating Body for Social Work (Ross 
& Ncube, 2018; de Jager, 2013). This however, changed in 2015 when the 27 ELOs were then 
migrated into what is now the 9 Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) standards (ASASWEI, 2019). The 
curriculum is currently set to align to these 9 BSW standards that frame the learning outcomes or core 
areas of competence in fulfilment of the BSW Degree. Given the guidelines from which universities 
operate to provide standardised social work education, field instruction is often expected to run within 
the defined framework and approach that serve the students and key role-players involved. 
The Department of Social Work at UJ aims to empower enrolled social work students with the 
necessary knowledge, skills and values in order to meet the demands of the social welfare system 
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from a social development approach. Therefore, in accordance with the UJ social work curriculum, 
the department has clearly defined curriculum statements for second to fourth year students. These 
stipulate the focal areas for each year (Social Work 2nd, 3rd & 4th Year General Information Guide 
2019) 
While the importance of field instruction in universities is acknowledged, Ross and Ncube (2018) 
highlighted that institutions are faced with the challenges of increasing student numbers enrolling for 
the BSW. This places pressure on partnering with suitable field placements that can adequately 
develop students, as well as finding skilled and competent supervisors to nurture, mentor and support 
students. These challenges are compounded with other factors, such as limited venues and spaces to 
conduct supervision, limited time and resources to select, train and upskill competent supervisors in 
field instruction (Carelse & Poggenpoel, 2016). These challenges have a ripple effect on best practice 
and affording students a conducive learning environment. 
2.4.2. The Student 
The student remains at the core of the field instruction system as an active beneficiary of what is 
intended to be a dynamic learning process that sets the foundation for their social and community 
development career (Bogo, 2006). Under the supervision of designated field supervisors amongst 
other key role-players, students are provided with the platform to engage in authentic experiences 
within communities, working with individuals, families and groups while plugging in the skills they 
learn from the theoretical component. They are provided with the opportunity to implement 
organisational, therapeutic, social and administrative practical skills (Trevithick, 2001; Wilson, 1981)  
With respect to the student, there are numerous key factors that influence his/her role and learning 
process within the field instruction system. The student profiles play a major role in their learning 
abilities, their background and family history, which often determine their performance (Dykes & 
Green, 2016). Research into students studying social work and negotiating the field instruction 
programme highlights how social and personal contexts of students, as well as their academic under-
preparedness, can have significant impact on their entire internship experience, amongst other parts 
of their academic journey (Carelse & Dykes, 2014; Dykes & Green, 2016). Given the history of South 
Africa, the transitioning of academic institutions to amending admission policies provides a synopsis 
on how students in the selected university generally come from underprivileged backgrounds.  This 
means that they are weighed down by numerous factors manifesting in some of the challenges 
experienced in field instruction (Smith, 2008; Engelbrecht, 2004; Carelse & Dykes, 2014). According 
to Carelse and Poggenpoel, (2016) and Dhemba, (2012) the challenges that arise from this are varied 
and include concerns of student professionalism, student competence, drive and passion. 
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2.4.3. The Agency 
The placement agency is a key feature and in local literature is seen as the heart of the field instruction 
component (Nadesan, 2019; Poggenpoel, 2018). This is the place where students are given the 
opportunity to learn theory integration in the community with service users or clientele. In placement 
agencies, social work skills and values at a micro, meso and macro level are fostered, giving the 
students real life experiences during their training that serves them well beyond their graduation 
(Nadesan, 2019). 
The placement agencies that universities foster relationships with for social work students offer a 
richly diverse clientele to work with. There are governmental and non-governmental sectors that 
make it possible for field instruction as a programme to thrive. Nadesan (2019) highlights that these 
sectors range from local child and family welfare societies linked to family and marital service 
providers as well as organisations that provide services that work with issues related to alcohol and 
substance dependency, crime prevention and rehabilitation. Facilities that offer social work services 
become the core focus for field instruction placements as they provide students with a platform to 
engage with a range of issues that promote learning and theory integration.  
Given that the South African context is a developing one, the issues faced by a lot of placement 
agencies include a lack of resources and qualified professionals, all of which are necessary in order 
for field instruction to successfully be implemented. According to Shokane, Nemutandani and Budeli 
(2016), the expectation of placement agencies is to provide qualified and registered social workers, 
resources and suitable clientele or service users for social work students, however, the reality of what 
takes place on the ground is different to the expectation. Agencies are often inundated with high 
caseloads and limited resources, making it difficult to place field instruction and the supervision of 
students as a priority. Dhemba (2012) postulates that good quality agencies in Southern Africa are 
becoming a scarce resource and, in such instances, the overpopulation of students from various 
universities at agencies has become a common reality. This has a huge impact on the quality of 
learning provided. Engelbrecht (2013) points to the reality of heavy caseloads at placement agencies 
which then place the supervision of students within the agency as a lower priority. 
2.4.4. The Student Supervisor 
The responsibility of a field supervisor is to manage the experiences, development and conduct of 
students during the placement (Kiser, 2016;  Ross & Ncube, 2018). It is a legal requirement that all 
BSW field supervisors are registered social workers with the South African Council for Social Service 
Professionals, which is a professional body that regulates the professional codes of conduct and ethics 
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of the social work profession (SACSSP, 2006).  Field supervisors are expected to have accumulated 
“several years of practice experience, demonstrated practice wisdom and competency in 
understanding, supervising and monitoring students” (Nadesan, 2019, p. 4). Working collaboratively 
with relevant personnel in the field instruction process, field supervisors shape and groom upcoming 
social work professionals.  
Student supervisors can either be university-appointed or agency-appointed. This means that they are 
either appointed on a contract basis, as supervisors and remunerated by the university, or they are 
employed at agencies and are appointed by the agencies to supervise students. Agency-appointed 
supervisors are not remunerated separately for this task but it forms part of the roles assigned to them 
as employees of the agency. The SACSSP and the Department of Social Development (DSD) 
developed the guidelines for supervision in social work, including student supervision in social work 
training (Poggenpoel, 2018). These guidelines, however, do not stipulate the requirements necessary 
for a professional practising as a fieldwork supervisor, apart from the qualification and registration 
as a social worker.  
The roles of university-appointed and agency-appointed supervisors are well defined within the 
contexts in which they operate. The common ground rooted in field instruction supervision is that 
supervisors need to ensure adherence to ethical conduct and compliance when students work with 
service users. The key features of support, guidance, development and monitoring are what is 
expected of supervisors (Nadesan, 2019).  
The roles and responsibilities of the supervisor are guided by the Code of Ethics for the SACSSP as 
well as the Social Work Department at UJ (SACSSP, 2006). The responsibilities of a UJ supervisor 
at fourth-year BSW level are as follows: 
 Maintain a folder for each student and complete the required templates timeously. 
 Adhere to the ethics and conduct standards of the SA Council for Social Service Professions. 
 Study and adhere to the guidelines and expectations as laid out in the Learning Guide for the 
fourth-year social work internship. 
 Contribute to the alignment of the service delivery needs of the organisation with the 
internship needs of the university. 
 Help the student to identify opportunities for work at the micro, meso and macro levels of 
practice as necessary. 
 Discuss learning goals with students prior to assessments. 
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 Provide feedback on the student’s progress, self-development, self-awareness and adjustment 
to the university. 
 Read and comment, in detail, on the student reports on a weekly basis in preparation for face-
to-face supervision. (Note that students are required to obtain feedback on their written reports 
before conducting their next consultation with their clients.) 
 Meet with the student face-to-face once a week to meaningfully discuss the comments made 
in the reports and any other internship concerns. 
 Attend both assessments at the university to discuss the student’s progress (May/June and 
October/November) as well as any workshops set by the university. 
 Write a report on the student’s progress before each student evaluation using the template 
(Field Instructor’s Evaluation Report) provided by the university. 
 Discuss any problems (including ethical infringements on the part of the student) encountered 
during the process of the placement with the internship facilitator, and maintain a written 
record of these problems. If a student does not attend supervision sessions, the supervisor will 
immediately inform the internship facilitator. 
 If the supervisor is no longer able or willing to supervise the student, the supervisor will 
provide written notice to this effect to the internship facilitator at least 30 days prior to 
terminating the supervisory relationship. 
                  General Internship Learning Guide Module Codes: Int 4000/4004 
Already faced with demands and pressures from both agencies and universities, field supervisors are 
increasingly inundated with expectations to manage, support and guide students.  They play a huge 
role in the training and grooming of students, often with very little support, no experience, limited 
training, heavy workloads and limited time (Dhemba, 2012). 
2.5.  The Elements of Field Supervision  
BSW field supervision in South Africa is sustained by numerous factors that determine how it is 
practised and how its standards are upheld. It is equally riddled by varying complexities that influence 
the experiences of all the parties involved, particularly supervisors.  
2.5.1. The Supervisory Relationship 
For supervision to meet its intended outcomes, the supervisory relationship between the supervisor 
and the supervisee needs to be a collaborative process, mutually between both parties, and adding 
value to the experience (Carelse & Poggenpoel, 2016). The element of reciprocity needs to be present 
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for field supervision to be successful. In the South African context, particularly in the BSW 
programme, the model of supervision adopted is in line with the DSD and SACSSP mandate of the 
developmental approach and framework to social welfare (Botha, 2000). This model in the 
supervisory relationship highlights the roles and responsibilities of the supervisor to be embedded on 
the development and learning of the supervisee whereby both parties are engaged in seeking out 
opportunities for learning in practice-building in the stages of competency.  
South Africa is a culturally rich and diverse country and in the social work profession, particularly 
supervision, this aspect has an immense impact on the relationship dynamics between a supervisor 
and supervisee. Kagee (2007) proffers that multicultural aspects such as race, ethnicity, culture, 
gender and language in the South African context have a level of influence on the quality of the 
supervisory relationship. He states that both supervisors and supervisees should be cognisant of 
multiple cultures and the power they possess over the manifestation of relationships. This is especially 
relevant in creating opportunities in supervisory relationships that allow for authenticity and 
acceptance, aspects that are paramount for growth and development in the social work profession. 
2.5.2. Supervision Training  
In order for supervisors to feel competent in their supervision, standardised training beyond the four-
year social work degree is necessary. However, the SACSSP, despite putting in place a supervision 
framework document, has not highlighted specialised and standardised supervision training in South 
Africa (SACSSP, 2012). On an international landscape, in countries in North America and Northern 
Europe, field supervision is a distinguished discipline that requires formalised training (Tam, Brown, 
Paz, Birnbaum and Kwok, 2018; Sweifach, 2019). In these contexts, there appears to be a strong 
value placed on field supervision as a learning tool in social work and as such, training and qualifying 
supervisors or field instructors is seen as not only imperative but mandatory. This places emphasis 
on formalised supervision training for the supervisor. Supervision training in South Africa, however, 
remains informal and undefined. 
The SACSSP promotes and encourages Continued Professional Development (CPD) of all qualified 
social workers and within this bracket, supervisors are expected to maintain ongoing professional 
development, however no formal post-qualification supervision training is currently offered in the 
country (Carelse & Poggenpoel, 2016). A study conducted by Nadesan (2019) found that the lack of 
supervision training often left supervisors unsure and unprepared for their roles and duties and this 
often hampered commitment to supervision and the relationship with universities. 
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2.5.3. Supervision Challenges 
The practice of field supervision is heavily influenced by a myriad of challenges linked to 
overpopulation of students needing supervision in the BSW programme, lack of resources and 
training and managing multiple roles beyond the supervisory role. According to Ross and Ncube 
(2018), the South African challenges in student supervision are linked to the increasing number of 
students needing placements and the imbalance of supervisor availability. This affects the ratio of 
supervisee to supervisor and means that appropriate attention is not afforded to quality supervision. 
Ross and Ncube (2018) highlight that budget cuts and limited resources in agencies meant that 
attention to supervision is shifted as supervisors manage a demanding workload. A consequence of 
this is that supervision levels will therefore fail to meet the demands of the university requirements 
and the regulating bodies in South Africa. 
The socio-economic, political and developmental state of South Africa and fellow African countries 
presents micro challenges that exacerbate the issues of social work supervision. A study conducted 
by Dhemba (2012) found that political and economic upheavals in Zimbabwe robbed the social work 
profession of a qualified and experienced workforce, thus impacting the quality of supervision. As a 
result, it is common practice in the country for the supervision of students to be conducted by non-
social workers who have limited training or no knowledge regarding the needs of students in field 
practice. Our reality in South Africa is that even though qualified and registered social workers are 
selected for supervision, aspects such as the commitment, passion and motivation of supervisors are 
often overlooked. 
Placement suitability is highlighted as one of the key areas that brings about challenges when it comes 
to theory integration of students in the practice field. Petersen (2010) highlights the mismatch between 
the academic theory taught in the classroom, such as postmodern theories, which often does not align 
with the placement setting and scope of practice. The importance of screening placement agencies 
becomes crucial if students are to obtain adequate learning and supervision.  
Issues related to student conduct, student emotional maturity and students’ time management have 
significantly been brought up in literature on field supervision. A study by Carelse and Poggenpoel 
(2016), found that students’ emotional intelligence and inability to manage their time and meet 
deadlines of submissions or reports influenced the supervision process. Supervisors have then had to 
spend a substantial amount of time supporting students and chasing up on late submissions. 
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2.6. Theoretical Framework 
2.6.1. Ecological Systems Theory 
To provide a sound basis on the experiences of field instruction supervisors within a broad context of 
field instruction processes, this study is guided by the Ecological Systems Theory (EST) of 
Bronfenbrenner (2005). The ecological systems perspective is fundamentally concerned with the 
interaction and interdependence of living organisms between themselves and their surroundings 
(Gitterman, 2009). This approach explains the way in which the experiences of human beings are 
shaped by the exchanges they have in and amongst themselves, as well as their environment.  
This literature review has outlined the interconnectedness of the key role-players in the successful 
implementation of field instruction.  Therefore, the use of the ecological systems perspective and 
approach to understanding the interrelations that unfold within the context of field instruction, where 
field supervisors are concerned, is an integral feature of this research. This goal is founded on the 
recognition that supervisors’ practice and experiences are influenced by firstly, the environment 
within which they supervise, secondly, the key role-players and students they work with, and thirdly, 
their own personal beliefs, skills and practices.  
The key constructs of micro, meso and macrosystems adapted from the EST are applied in this study 
in exploring the interplay between the field supervisors, the university, the student, the placement 
agency and broader structural factors. This model affords this study the opportunity to engage the 
multi-layered conceptualisation of the process of field instruction supervision (Bronfenbrenner, 
2005). As the guiding framework for the analysis of this research, the macro (structural), meso (local 
system) and the micro (individual level) aspects will be explored. 
2.6.2. Microsystem 
At a micro level, the setting represents the individual and the direct interactions they have within 
themselves and their circle of influence. Bronfenbrenner (2005) distinguishes the microsystem as the 
inner most landscape that defines a person within their most immediate relationships - a personal 
foundational platform that also includes all the intrapersonal interactions taking place at an individual 
level. In this study, the supervisor is viewed as the microsystem, with the significant focal aspects 
being their own personal belief systems, values, practices and skills. This level is the inception stage 
that is significantly influential in how supervisors view themselves and experience their role in the 
field instruction process. At a micro level, supervisors’ own forms of education and experiences of 
supervision are created and this informs the way in which they execute their practice and skills in 
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comparison to their peers and in relation to the other role-players in the field instruction setting. In 
this instance, given a standardised supervision framework by an institution, field instruction 
supervisors at a micro level would then be the key decision-makers of how they implement their 
supervision style and this feeds into their field instruction experiences.  
2.6.3. Mesosystem 
Escalating from the micro level is the mesosystem which includes the cross and lateral interactions 
or processes that occur between the multiple participants and role-players in a system 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). At a meso level, processes occur between multiple microsystems, 
collectively engaging in activities that affect change. In the context of this research, the meso level 
encompasses all the key role-players that take part in field instruction including coordinators, 
students, lecturers and facilitators. The processes and interactions that occur between these key role-
players have a significant effect on the supervisors’ experiences. The way in which lecturers impart 
theoretical knowledge, the decision-making processes that facilitators follow and the conduct by 
which students abide, all affect the concept of interdependence and the reciprocal nature of systems 
(Dimo, 2013). There is a gap between the theory that lecturers teach within the classroom setting and 
the expectations presented at the placement agencies, which often result in supervisors being 
challenged to then impart their knowledge and professional expertise to match the requirements for 
field practice (Foote, 2015). This often weighs on the field instruction experiences of supervisors. 
This domino effect is also seen in student readiness and motivation to complete field practice tasks 
adequately. These meso level components all play out within the transactions between the role-
players, essentially affecting supervisor experiences. 
2.6.4. Macrosystem 
The outermost setting in the systems is the macro level, which is defined as the overarching norms, 
beliefs and values that have an impact on the way individuals interpret their reality and structural set 
up (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). This outermost layer provides a lens through which experiences are 
shaped and explored. In this study of field instruction supervision, the macro level is made up of the 
standards and legislation set by the university, the agencies, the SACSSP and the broader community 
or society. The features and conditions designed by the institutions at a macro level have a significant 
impact on field instruction supervision and can determine the nature of supervisors’ lived experiences. 
The processes and practices at a macro level influence how field instruction is organised and this in 
turn shapes how supervisors are prepared for their roles, tasks and duties (Miller, Tice & Harnek-
Hall, 2008).  
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With this ecological systems approach framework, it is hoped that field instruction supervisors’ 
experiences can be understood from a much more holistic stance as there are many key role-players 
and institutions that influence field practicum processes and procedures. The EST framework will 
endeavour to identify and describe how members of the field instruction team function within an 
ecological system (Nadesan, 2019). Therefore, the use of EST allows for the understanding of 
patterns, processes and complexities that are natural to field supervision. EST attracts us to the 
expansive, yet focused aspects of field instruction and supervision through the multi-layered and 
interrelated lens of micro, meso and macro systems (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017).  
2.7. Conclusion 
In this chapter the researcher has contextualised the understanding of the field instruction component 
in relation to all the key role-players. The nature and function of field instruction supervision has 
been outlined and discussed, as well as the policy framework within which it is rooted. Included is a 
review of literature on the different structural issues affecting the component of field supervision in 
social work education. The theoretical framework guiding this study has been explored. This chapter 
has highlighted the relevance of this research in obtaining the experiences of field instruction 
supervision. The following chapter comprises the research methodology. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 
3.1. Introduction 
According to Babbie (2014), methodology is described as the science or the art of discovering new 
information, a subpart of epistemology, which is the theory of knowledge. The process, structure, 
framework and design of how a research project is conducted forms part of the methodology and it 
assists the process of understanding knowledge by answering the particular research question. Babbie 
and Mouton (2010) state that the methods and techniques used in a research study are determined by 
the varying purposes they are designed for, ranging from the sampling techniques to the tools and 
instruments used. Methods, processes and techniques need to sync and align to the goals, objectives 
and nature of the research. 
This chapter outlines and elucidates on the overall methodology utilised in this study by providing 
information regarding the research approach, the research design, population and sampling, data 
collection and data analysis. The chapter is concluded by considering the ethical issues presented in 
conducting this research. 
3.2. Research Goals and Objectives 
There are a variety of methods used in social research and the choice of approach is usually 
determined by the study aim and objectives. In this research study, the aim was to explore and 
describe the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW fourth-year Field Instruction Programme at 
the University of Johannesburg, using elements of systems theory. The objectives of this study were: 
1. To gain insight into the field supervisors’ experiences of their selection process and the 
requirements of the department for fourth-year BSW field supervision. 
2. To explore the supervision challenges and coping strategies of fourth-year BSW field 
supervisors. 
3. To explore the training needs and support required by fourth-year field supervisors. 
4. To explore the supervisors’ experiences of the relationship between themselves, the students, 




3.3. Research Approach and Design 
Quantitative and qualitative approaches are the two well-known paradigms of social research which 
have distinct differences. A quantitative approach is a standardised and structured way of enquiry that 
seeks to measure the relationships between variables, and it is deductive in nature (Fouche & Delport, 
2011). A qualitative approach was chosen for this study. Creswell (2014) notes that qualitative 
research gives us a way to explore and understand the social constructivist views attached to an 
individual’s way of being and how they interpret their experiences. This approach affords us the 
opportunity to understand complex situations while making sense of the world around us using 
inductive reasoning (Fouche & Delport, 2011; Bless, Higson-Smith & Sithole, 2013).  
In the qualitative approach, human experiences are studied in their entirety and complexity whereby 
layers of subjective experiences are observed and interpreted based on the meaning prescribed to 
them by individuals (Creswell, 2014). The aim of this approach in research is to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of behaviours and experiences, focusing more on the research process with the 
researcher as the significant tool, rather than on the outcomes (Babbie & Mouton, 2010). 
In this research study, understanding the in-depth experiences of supervisors called upon a form of 
enquiry that sought to draw thick and rich descriptions. The need for the use of a qualitative approach 
was to attempt to delve into the social phenomenon that is field instruction in social work education, 
and this presented itself as a subjective area that could be understood by following a non-linear path 
to interactions, interviews and interpretations. It was in the need to explore soft data that determined 
the use of the qualitative approach in this study. 
To consolidate the understanding of the general, the detailed and the essential picture of supervisors’ 
experiences in field instruction, the nature of this study was one that was exploratory and descriptive 
in nature. An exploratory approach investigates a new area that has not yet been understood and where 
very little is known about the topic (Fouche & Delport, 2011). The researcher had limited knowledge 
on the experiences of supervisors in field instruction and thus sought to explore the experiences of 
individuals who were closely involved in field instruction supervision.  
A descriptive approach is a detailed and systematic accounting of a social issue (Neuman, 2012). It 
aims to give an accurate description of individuals’ experiences and situations without manipulation 
of information. With the nature of this study being exploratory and descriptive, it allowed for an 
equally broad and specific analysis on the lived field instruction experiences of student supervisors. 
The researcher was looking to explore this under-studied area of focus in search of the descriptions 
that supervisors had concerning field instruction. 
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The aim of this study elicited the need to explore social phenomenon as factually experienced by the 
supervisors, with no preconceived framework tainted by the researcher. This study focused on the  
social and psychological landscapes of field instruction as purely experienced by the participants. 
This meant that this study required the researcher to place aside any of her own experiences, 
prejudgements and biases in order to fully grasp the essence of the participants’ ordinary encounters. 
Minimal research has been conducted on field instruction supervision linked to the experiences of 
supervisors in South Africa (Nadesan, 2019), therefore conducting a study in this area merited the 
researcher to employ a qualitative approach with exploratory and descriptive design. As this research 
sought to find meaning in the field instruction experiences of supervisors, there was a need to discover 
information that the researcher had limited or no knowledge of and the best way to capture this 
information was by being explorative and descriptive in making sense of the phenomenon under study 
(De Vos, Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2011). This assisted the researcher to uncover new material, 
understand the meaning that supervisor’s place on their experiences and allow for flexibility and 
diversity of responses in understanding the phenomenon that is field instruction supervision.  
In this context, the researcher sought to be inductive rather than deductive. The process of being 
inductive is a bottom-up approach that allows for the researcher to gather data, explore the patterns 
resulting from the data and then inform or develop concepts, hypotheses and theories (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2015). The importance of being inductive was that it enabled the qualitative researcher to 
create new ways of understanding a phenomenon which in this instance was field instruction 
supervision. 
3.4. Sampling 
3.4.1.  Population 
A study population is the complete group of people from which the study participants are pulled from 
to create a sample (Cunningham, Weathington & Pittenger, 2013; Rubin & Babbie, 2010; de Vos, 
Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2011). A population is a group that shares characteristics relevant to the 
research being conducted. The population for this study comprised approximately 82 current field 
supervisors within the fourth-year BSW programme at the University of Johannesburg. This 
population comprised both university-appointed, and agency-appointed supervisors. It was 
imperative to work with a population that enabled the answering of the research question. Therefore, 
the specific characteristic of this population was that they were all fourth-year BSW supervisors.    
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3.4.2. Sampling Technique 
According to Monette, Sullivan and De Jong (2010), sampling is the process of selecting participants 
who mirror the population intended for the study. The key aspect is that the sample selected needs to 
represent the collective population. In this study, the sampling technique used was nonprobability 
sampling, particularly purposive sampling. This sampling technique allows for the inclusion of a 
specific group of participants with relevant information and perspectives in relation to the research 
study (Robinson, 2013). Furthermore, the purposive sampling technique assisted the researcher in 
accessing participants who were well-suited and experienced to engage in discussions concerning the 
research study. Given the intricacies of field instruction, purposive sampling was deemed relevant to 
this study as it would ensure that participants who could provide rich information on experiences 
around field instruction were deliberately sought after. 
The participants of this research study were purposively selected from a list of university-appointed 
and agency-appointed supervisors. This list was provided by the Placement Liaison Officer (PLO) 
through the project leader in the Department of Social Work, who had informed the field supervisors 
about this research study and shared the intention to release their details to the researcher. The 
researcher then contacted the field supervisors telephonically and by email to share details of the 
study and request consent for their participation. The researcher deliberately chose supervisors who 
had adequate experience in field instruction supervision to ensure they had in-depth knowledge and 
experience to engage the researcher and help produce thick and rich descriptions. 
3.4.3. Sample Size and Criteria 
The initial sample size was expected to be approximately eight to twelve field supervisors made up 
of university-appointed and agency-appointed supervisors to strike a good balance of participant 
diversity. The reason for this was to ensure that the researcher had rich findings and results collected 
to inform the discussions in this research. It was also to ensure that it took into account should any 
participants, for whatever reason, not be able to continue with the study. 
From the sampling frame, which was the list of supervisors forming the population to be extracted 
from the Department of Social Work at University of Johannesburg, the researcher selected 
participants based on the following sampling criteria: 
 Field supervisors working with social work students from the University of Johannesburg 
 Field supervisors of the BSW fourth-year programme 
 Participants should have supervised for a period of at least one year  
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For purposes of recruiting, participants from the list and who met this criteria, were then narrowed 
down to the required number of participants by means of further purposive sampling. Careful 
consideration was given to ensure a balanced representation of both university-appointed and agency-
appointed supervisors. However, due to unforeseen circumstances, this study was conducted during 
the COVID-19 global pandemic which affected the accessibility of supervisors. Due to the nationwide 
lockdown, the researcher struggled to locate agency-appointed supervisors as agencies were either 
closed, functioning on limited staff or the staff was working from home with limited access to emails 
or telephone lines; therefore, deeming them unreachable. There was also the possibility that because 
university-appointed supervisors receive remuneration from the university, they may have been more 
willing and interested in participating in the study. In the end, the sample consisted of 6 university-
appointed supervisors and 2 agency-appointed supervisors. 
3.4.4. Data Collection Method 
The data collection process includes setting the parameters of how the data will be extracted from the 
participants and these could include observations, interviews, visual material and documents 
(Creswell, 2009). Furthermore, this process includes having to distinguish what data recording 
protocols need to be followed for storing of information to aid the data analysis process. The 
collection and recording of information in qualitative research is an intricate process that sets the tone 
for the research analysis, findings and recommendations.  
For the purposes of this study, semi-structured interviews were used as a means to collect data as it 
was relevant to how best the researcher could explore the experiences of field instruction supervisors. 
This is a method that is predominantly used in the collection of data from a qualitative approach as it 
allows for the interactional aspect of finding meaning from participants’ stories (Rubin & Babbie, 
2010). In-depth interviews help gather descriptions of the participants worldview and perceptions 
regarding the research topic (Opdenakker, 2006).  
The use of a semi-structured interview allowed the researcher to organise the discussions and 
questioning around the area of field instruction and the objectives of this study while leaving enough 
room for flexibility in exploring the participants’ experiences and stories (Rubin & Babbie, 2010). 
Semi structured interviews make it possible for the researcher to discover new insights that she may 
otherwise not have been privy to by means of a structured interview. The researcher conducted 
telephonic interviews, due to the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic which posed challenges in conducting 
face-to-face interviews. This method of interviewing also took into account that participants may 
have had considerably busy schedules and may not have had the capacity to physically attend 
scheduled interview meetings. The interviews were approximately an hour long. 
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3.4.5. Data Collection Instrument and Tools 
The data collection tool that was used was the semi-structured interview schedule which, according 
to de Vos et al (2011), provides a detailed script of the participants beliefs, values, perceptions and 
experiences of the topic under research. Because this study followed an explorative and descriptive 
approach, the field supervisors’ experiences were subjective, therefore permitting the use of a tool 
that encouraged flexibility of conversation, with just enough guidance, which was valuable. All the 
participants who were interviewed engaged with the same semi-structured interview schedule. The 
interview schedule was piloted amongst a suitable sample before its main use with the participants as 
this was necessary to test the feasibility of the tool (Delport & Roestenburg, 2015). A scope of the 
interview schedule is provided in Appendix 4 . 
The researcher made use of a good quality voice recorder as a tool to ensure enough opportunity to 
concentrate on the participants and the actual interview process as it unfolded. The researcher also 
took interview notes which provided the ability to create a holistic view of the participants’ 
information for later data analysis (Creswell, 2014). This encouraged the synthesis and understanding 
of the data as following each interview the researcher reflected on the process and used a journal to 
document these reflections based on her impressions, observations, and thoughts (Appendix 7).  
3.5. Data Analysis 
The process of data analysis includes collating and dissecting the information gathered through the 
data collection phase; coding the thematic concepts that come up and making meaning by interpreting 
it (Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 2014). Data analysis in this study was conducted simultaneously to the 
data collection process. As transcribing was carried out and the interviews were dissected, codes were  
identified from the content and the processing of coding used was both in vivo coding and axial 
coding (Saldana, 2009) (Refer to Appendix 5 for a transcript sample). In Vivo coding is the initial 
form of analysis whereby the use of participants’ words are categorised in codes, while axial coding 
calls for more complex and nuanced categories (Manning, 2017). From this process, themes were 
assembled to interpret the data. The interview notes taken were included in the data analysis process. 
Thematic analysis is the process of identifying patterns in the data that is important in addressing the 
research question (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017).  
This study used Tesch’s (1990) method of analysing data to determine the themes. The following 
steps demonstrate the process: 
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 The researcher conducted the entire work of transcription and noted down initial ideas that 
came up as she made sense of the content. 
 The researcher read through interview transcripts individually and made notes in the 
margins in an effort to continue making meaning out of the content extracted. 
 The researcher then clustered together certain topics and themes that came up. This was 
structured systematically, from the most predominant themes to the least predominant 
themes. 
 The themes were then abbreviated and returned to the data for matching with each 
transcript. This was done to ensure that all themes were identified and any missed themes 
recorded. 
 Topics were turned into categories, making careful note to group together any topics that 
were interrelated. 
 Upon completion, rechecking of the categories against the data was conducted one final time 
to maintain accuracy. 
 The data was assigned to each category and from this point preliminary analysis began. 
 Re-coding of existing data, as seen necessary, was carried out at this point. 
 
Data analysis is a process that is circulatory rather than linear, and flexibility needs to be a core 
function attached to it (Creswell, 2014). The researcher explored any concepts linked to the systems 
theory in-depth as this was the theoretical framework guiding this study. Examples of constructs that 
could demonstrate systems theories could include boundaries, hierarchies, input–output processes 
and feedback loops (Robbins, Chatterjee & Canda, 2012). 
3.6. Trustworthiness 
Conducting research is a process that requires precise levels of authenticity, reliability and validity in 
order to produce trusted results and quality information in any field. According to Lincoln and Guba 
(1985), the concept of trustworthiness establishes the believability of the results of a study with much 
surety on the truth factor and the extent to which these findings can be arrived at repeatedly, should 
the study be mirrored and replicated with and across similar variables and contexts. Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) state the four different aspects that are significant to research in ensuring the achievement of 
rigour and trustworthiness. These include credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability. This section discusses these four aspects in their relevance to this research. 
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3.6.1.  Credibility 
Credibility helps to ensure that the findings represent truth and the actual detail derived from the 
participants of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this research, triangulation was supported by use 
of member-checking once the transcripts from each telephonic interview had been completed. This 
enhanced the quality of the data and increased confidence in the data collected. Conducting member-
checks is the essence of ensuring credibility in qualitative research (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007) 
and in this study the data collected was verified with the participants in its raw state (Appendix 6). 
3.6.2.  Transferability  
Transferability refers to the propensity of the study’s results being replicated and reproduced at a 
different time with similar methods, participants and within similar contexts (Babbie & Mouton, 
2010; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The two ways in which this research ensured transferability were firstly 
through the provision of thick descriptions whereby there was a wide range of rich data and 
information collected from the sample size and context. Secondly, the research study undertaken 
permitted for the use of purposeful sampling whereby participants were selected for specific 
engagement on the issues under investigation (Schutt, 2006). 
3.6.3.  Dependability  
Dependability refers to “the stability of data over time and under different conditions” (Elo et al., 
2014, p. 4). This study ensured this quality by the use of an audit trail whereby the research process 
and product were critically examined to validate the data, methods, findings and interpretations. The 
audit trail was possible by means of keeping all records of raw data, notes, voice recordings and other 
material used in this research. To further ensure dependability, Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Anney 
(2014) state that the use of triangulation to ensure credibility can simultaneously ensure 
dependability, therefore the triangulation techniques mentioned in this study demonstrated 
dependability. 
3.6.4. Confirmability 
Confirmability refers to the potential of the research findings’ capacity to be confirmed by other 
researchers (Anney, 2014; Elo et al., 2014). Further to an audit trail and triangulation, a reflexive 
journal was kept for the purposes of detailing the researcher’s experiences of events, reflections and 
interpretations of occurrences (Appendix 7). 
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3.7. Ethical Considerations 
As this research project involved human participants, careful considerations were given to the ethical 
risks and the methods to reduce such risk and to be in line with all UJ Research Ethics requirements 
(Appendix 1).  
3.7.1. Voluntary participation  
Babbie (2014) and De Vos et al., (2011) state that the involvement of participants in social research 
must at all times be voluntary. The research participants in this study were given full disclosure on 
the nature of this study and made aware of their right to decide whether or not to participate. The 
researcher was aware of the participation dilemma that could arise with field supervisors who may 
have perceived their involvement in the study as an investigation into their individual supervision 
styles. Therefore, careful consideration was taken into assuring them of the intentions of the study. 
Furthermore, the researcher ensured that participants were aware of their right to withdraw from the 
process at any stage should they have wished.  
3.7.2. Informed consent 
Participants’ voluntary participation must be based on their complete understanding of the research 
goals, procedures, processes as well as the risks involved (Babbie, 2014; Babbie & Mouton, 2010). 
The briefing of participants on all these aspects, including the advantages and risks of the study, was 
conducted and the opportunity to ask questions and seek clarification from the researcher was 
provided to the participants. The researcher obtained written consent prior to the onset of the 
interview process (Appendix 3). The information letter included ethical aspects, such as permission 
for audio recording, confidentiality, anonymity and more (Appendix 2). 
3.7.3. Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Protection of the participant’s identity and shared information is of significant importance (Babbie, 
2014; Babbie & Mouton, 2010). In this study, participants were assured of their anonymity by use of 
chosen aliases to protect their identity. The researcher was cognisant of the ethical dilemma that may 
have arisen in the participants’ hesitation to participate due to confidentiality reasons. Participants 
were appointed by the university or agencies and may have perceived the information collected in 
this study could impinge on their very means of livelihood. The identities of the participants were 
handled with confidentially.  
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The researcher took extra care to ensure that the research was designed and undertaken in such a way 
that its integrity, quality and transparency were not compromised. Anonymity of all participants was 
respected.  
3.7.4. Researcher positionality 
It is an ethical obligation for the researcher conducting any form of research to be competent, honest 
and adequately skilled to carry out the proposed research (Walliman, as cited in De Vos et al., 2011, 
p. 123). The researcher is a qualified and highly-skilled social worker with research experience and 
who abides by the ethical code of conduct of the South African Council of Social Service Professions. 
The researcher took care to be aware of her own personal beliefs, experiences and values and that 
these did not impinge on the analysis and representation of the data. 
3.7.5. Do no harm 
Researchers need to take care of the physical and psychological safety of participants and be aware 
of the subtle dangers and guard against them during the research processes (Neuman, 2012). The 
researcher was cognisant that, because of the nature of this research study and the questions, 
participants may have perceived that their professional knowledge and expertise were being 
investigated and judged; therefore careful consideration was taken into the questioning and 
interviewing style to circumvent this. If any distress arose from the interviews, the researcher was to  
follow proper conduct to refer participants for counselling. Debriefing of participants was conducted 
at the end of the interviews. 
3.8. Conclusion 
A qualitative approach with the exploratory and descriptive background was the most suitable way 
to investigate the experiences of field supervisors within field instruction. The population sampling, 
data collection and data analysis were also best aligned with the qualitative approach and how best to 
pursue and complete this research project. This chapter has provided an outline of all the necessary 






Chapter 4. Findings and Discussion 
4.1. Introduction 
This chapter presents a discussion of the findings from the interviews conducted with eight  
participants who shared their experiences of field instruction supervision at the fourth-year BSW 
level. The data was collected through the use of a semi-structured interview, as detailed in Chapter 3. 
Eight individual interviews were conducted with participants and the recordings were transcribed and 
then analysed by the use of Tecsh’s (1990) model of thematic analysis. The research findings are 
presented in accordance with seven themes which are recruitment and selection of supervisors, 
challenges experienced by supervisors, coping strategies, departmental support, own development, 
training needs and the support required and finally systemic interrelationships.The findings represent 
the field instruction supervision experiences of the participants and the results are presented with 
extracted quotes directly from the interviews. 
4.2. Participant Profile 
The profiles of the participants who took part in the study are shown in Table 4.1 These are field 
supervisors who currently supervise or have previously supervised the fourth-year BSW students 
from UJ. The initial concept around the sample for this study was to have half of the participants as 
university-appointed supervisors and the other half as agency-appointed supervisors to balance out 
the findings.  However, with the COVID-19 pandemic, the researcher struggled to obtain the allocated 
number of agency-appointed supervisors. Therefore, the findings are naturally weighted more 
prominently on the university-appointed supervisors.  
Table 4.1. Participant Profiles 
 






1 Male University-appointed 10 years 7 years 
2 Male Agency-appointed  7 years 2 years 
3 Female University-appointed 6 years 2 years 
4 Female University-appointed 37 years 8 years 
5 Female University-appointed 23 years 4 years 
6 Male University-appointed 11 years 6 years 
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7 Female Agency-appointed  7 years 4 years 
8 Male University-appointed 8 years 3 years 
4.3. Framework of Analysis 
Table 4.2 presents the themes that emerged from the analysis of the data. Six themes were selected 
and each theme had sub-themes resulting from the coding process. Thematic analysis is the process 
of identifying patterns in the data that is important in addressing the research question (Maguire & 
Delahunt, 2017). Tesch’s (1990) method of analysing data to determine the themes was used to arrive 
at the six themes that are unpacked in this section. 
Table 4.2. Framework of Analysis 
Themes Subordinate Theme 
Theme 1: Recruitment and 
Selection of Supervisors 
4.4.1. Emergence of Supervision Opportunities  
4.4.2. Recruitment Process 
4.4.3. Understanding of Requirements 
Theme 2: Challenges 
Experienced by Supervisors 
4.5.1. Student-related Challenges 
4.5.2. Placement-related Challenges 
4.5.3. University-related Challenges 
Theme 3: Coping Strategies 4.6.1. Own Development 
4.6.2. Setting Boundaries 
Theme 4: Departmental Support 4.7.1. Co-ordinators and Facilitators 
4.7.2. Annual Orientation 
4.7.3. Communication 
Theme 5: Training Need and 
Support Required 
4.8.1. Training Needs 
4.8.2. Additional Support 
Theme 6: Systemic 
Interrelationships 
4.9.1. Supervisor and Department 
4.9.2. Supervisor and Student 
4.9.3. Supervisor and Agency 
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4.4. Theme 1: Recruitment and Selection of Supervisors 
Each of the participants gave a story recalling their journey to becoming a supervisor, how the 
opportunity presented itself and the ways in which the selection process unfolded. 
4.4.1. Emergence of Supervision Opportunities 
The study found that supervision opportunities, particularly for the university-appointed supervisors, 
presented themselves through the various connections and pre-existing relationships they had built 
over the years with colleagues in the Department of Social Work at the university. The results 
concurred with the reality in that there are no official advertisements on any formal platforms. 
Participants noted the following: 
I guess for me it has always been about the relationship that I had already built with the 
university because I studied at the university. And from there on I built a strong relationship 
with the department, so even after I had left, I maintained that relationship and I was quite 
curious about doing a bit of supervision work so they eventually extended an invitation. So, it 
was basically more about the relationship. (Participant 8) 
So, I graduated from UJ and I still sort of had contact you know with I think Boipuso and the 
dean. So, I heard communication that they are looking for a supervisor and then I reached 
out and informed that I’m willing to take the role on and yeah that’s how I became a 
supervisor. (Participant 3) 
Beyond the long-standing relationships, participants also heard through word-of-mouth about 
opportunities to supervise students at the university or they assertively reached out to the department 
to look for opportunities. Ketner, Bolinskey and VanCleave (2017) suggest that candidates for 
fieldwork supervision look out for these opportunities to fulfil their need for their own professional 
development and leadership capacity while also developing the upcoming professionals. The 
information about potential opportunities was often relayed through the social work fraternity and the 
agencies.  
Participants who are agency-appointed supervisors shared a different experience as the role of 
supervision came as part of their employment within the organisations for which they worked. 
Research into field instruction has often reported the challenge of finding suitable placements for 
field work (Hochfeld, Selipsky, Mupedziswa & Chitereka, 2009), and therefore, once this has been 
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overcome, and placement selection has been processed, further screening of supervisors in those 
agencies seems to become an unwelcome laborious task. 
My organisation agreed to supervise students and so I had to supervise as one of the people 
at the organisation. (Participant 2) 
I am the social work supervisor and I am the team leader, so automatically that responsibility 
comes with my job description. (Participant 7) 
4.4.2.  Recruitment Process 
University-based recruitment often ranges from formal to informal. Selection processes varied from 
a formal interview or introductory conversation to an informal telephone conversation as a way to get 
to know potential supervisors, and relevant documentation was sent to them. The experiences also 
varied significantly for participants who already had pre-existing relationships with the university. 
I was invited by my co-ordinator, there was a sort of formal interview and shortly thereafter 
I was appointed. (Participant 5) 
I met with the co-ordinators who interviewed me rigorously, asking questions, my experience, 
and wanted to find out more about my capabilities. I found the process really rigorous and 
competitive, so they really tried to source the best for their students. (Participant 3) 
Not interview per se, we were just called to come for the training…I think the selection process 
is a little bit flawed because we would expect them to have a one-on-one actual interview with 
us, rather than just look at the CV and then take it from there. (Participant, 6) 
Without formal recruitment processes, the essence of field supervision and the motivation and reasons 
for wanting to become a supervisor are missed and this heavily affects the quality of supervision. Al-
Amin (2015) highlights the importance of the selection process for supervisors, and how their 
appointment should never be on the basis of availability, informal existing relationships and seniority 
but rather that there is demonstrated competence, effective communication and an overall passion for 
student development. 
Participants who were agency-appointed supervisors, despite not going through any selection process 
with the university, felt that it was important to be given the option of choice should they have no 
interest in supervising.  
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It’s only fair that at least they don’t just communicate with the director of the organisation 
but the actual social worker who will be working with the students because what if I’m not 
really capable and even interested. I have seen situations where students are brought to the 
organisation, without consent of the person to supervise. In essence, the social worker within 
the organisation would need to consent to that. (Participant 2) 
The implications of not giving agency supervisors an option of choice and a thorough selection when 
choosing placements results in a lack of interest and willingness to provide effective supervision. This 
corroborates with Nadesan’s (2019) study in which it was found that agency supervisors at selected 
placements would be forced into rotational supervision whereby every four years a social worker 
would supervise due to the lack of interest and willingness to commit their availability and time. 
Without careful consideration of agency supervisor selection and experience, the literature shows that 
placements in some instances appoint new social work graduates who themselves struggle with 
putting into practice basic methods of social work, let alone managing student supervision (de Jager, 
2013). This affects student learning massively. According the SACSSP (2012), it is the responsibility 
of the organisation to appoint a suitable candidate to take responsibility for supervising students. This 
remains a dilemma for the university as they do not have a say in who is selected as supervisors in 
agencies. 
4.4.3. Understanding of Requirements 
The popular sentiment shared by participants was that they generally were aware of the requirements 
of becoming a supervisor, not particularly from UJ, but based on the standards of supervision 
communicated by SACSSP (2012) as well as their own personal experiences of supervision.  They 
understood the requirements based on the following criteria: firstly, the social work qualification, 
secondly, the number of years of experience as a social worker and thirdly, for some, they also 
understood the number of years as a supervisor. Engelbrecht (2014) suggests that supervisors’ 
understanding of the criteria and requirements of becoming a supervisor are largely a result of their 
own experiences of supervision and their networks. The fourth- year BSW field instruction guide 
gives a synopsis of the roles and responsibilities expected of the supervisors but there seems to be an 
absence of a criteria for selection. In the absence of this criteria, the shared communication and 
assumption is that a social work qualification and at least two years of experience is the norm; this 
was voiced in the data from participants.  However, the supervision framework stipulates that a 
student supervisor should have at least a minimum of three years of experience (SACSSP, 2012). 
This poses a contradiction between what participants knew and what the framework suggests. 
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The qualification, you need to have a Bachelor of Social Work degree, and what was 
mentioned to me was that you needed to have at least 2 years or more than 2 years of 
experience. And yeah, a post-grad degree was advantageous but not compulsory. (Participant 
3) 
I think you should have been practising for at least, I think a minimum of two years, but I think 
they have a preference with someone who has about five years’ experience in the field… they 
don’t want anything beyond social work qualification but it’s an advantage if you do have 
additional qualifications it becomes quite helpful but no, there is no other qualification that 
is required. (Participant 8) 
The SACSSP (2012) highlights the importance of all three supervision functions, namely education, 
administration and support. However, Engelbrecht (2010) put forward the notion that organisational 
and institutional styles, structures and norms often determine the operationalisation of supervision 
functions and what becomes common is that one or two functions may take precedence over another.  
In student supervision, the educational and administrative functions often take the lead but there is 
no denying that aspects of support are integrated into fieldwork supervision (Engelbrecht, 2010). 
There was a divide between participants who understood their role to only touch on the administrative 
and educational function of supervision while others believed in including the support function which 
involves counselling and containment of students. 
They just said we expect you as supervisors to be marking their reports in terms of casework 
and also provide mainly guidance and supervise to make sure that students are performing 
what is expected of them in their various work. (Participant 6) 
Firstly, I would say our role was first to support. Secondly we'd act as you know, take on the 
role as educator as well because we would teach different theories, take them to through their 
practicals, supervise all their reports, make sure that whatever was happening in their 
counselling session that we have to, thoroughly go through their reports, did practical 
supervision with them on the specific reports. (Participant 3) 
So, I, don't fit as a role that is focused on one thing. But it is also to guide, support and to give 
them, a shoulder to lean on because it can be tough sometimes, so they might not come as 
students seeking clarity on issues but just to vent. (Participant 1) 
Agency-appointed participants were largely found to use the words coaching, mentoring or 
overseeing without the label of supervision. Often, according to research, the underlying reason was 
that students coming to the agency already had university supervisors and therefore the perception 
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was that agency supervisor requirements were seen to be much more minimal due to other priorities 
within their organisations (Carelse & Poggenpoel, 2016).  
I believe my requirement at the time was to just monitor what’s happening at the organisation.  
And then, to pave a path for students to be welcomed in the organisation. This is basically 
directing, helping the student through field practice. (Participant 2) 
Really, they are not prescriptive, and they don't really follow up.  Those university supervisors 
would come once a quarter. So, at the organisation I would like to think that you know, any 
social worker who can mentor, a student. There is not prescriptive definition that comes from 
UJ. (Participant 7) 
4.5. Theme 2: Challenges Experienced by Supervisors 
Field instruction supervisors form an integral part of the field practicum experience working amongst 
other key role-players in field instruction. The nature of their roles is one that demands a collaborative 
approach in reaching their goals and responsibilities, however, in the quest to achieving their 
outcomes, their experiences are compromised by challenges from all directions. This study found that 
supervisors’ challenges were vastly linked to many aspects that relate to students, placement agencies 
and the university. 
4.5.1. Student-Related Challenges 
Participants reported their greatest challenges as being directly linked with student conduct and 
compliance. Much of the participant’s time was reported to be spent in redirecting students’ behaviour 
and failure to comply to set boundaries, timelines and submissions. According to Carelse and 
Poggenpoel (2016), students are often faced with challenges arising from personal issues and inability 
to cope with the demands of the BSW programme. This influences their time management and 
ultimately causes friction with supervisors who perceive it as student misconduct and lack of 
compliance. Conflict usually emanated from student disrespect and some of the power dynamics that 
were experienced in the supervision sessions and the digital group chats designed for student and 
supervisor interaction. These difficulties were largely reported by university-appointed supervisors.  
I’m talking in terms of respect. Some students they don’t respect supervisors. I don’t know 
whether it emanates from that they might not have faith or confidence in you or I’m not so 
sure, or they might think they might know better than the supervisor. Even in terms of 
communication like right now we are linked on WhatsApp type of communication with 
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students and you can see sometimes the way some of the students respond, you can see there’s 
lack of respect. (Participant 6) 
Students’ challenges of difficult students who don’t submit their reports no matter how much 
you ask. A student who just is not complying with what is the requirement and not doing their 
work, you cannot supervise them because you become more like a policeman because you are 
policing that they are doing their work. (Participant 4) 
There were challenges reported by participants based at agencies whereby they felt student conduct 
was a concern in cases where they would not show up to the placement and not communicate the 
reason for their absence. Students’ lack of communication and what was perceived to be disrespect 
usually has huge implications on the supervisory relationship, and this breaks trust and professional 
boundaries resulting in negative supervision experiences for supervisors (Beytell, 2014). 
Some of them I think they have poor work ethic you understand? They’ll just arrive late or be 
absent on the days they were supposed to be at the organisation and you’ll maybe only hear 
next week why they didn’t come. It’s obvious that I’d feel disrespected. (Participant 7) 
Both university- and agency-appointed supervisors reported challenges arising from students’ lack of 
academic competence, inability to integrate theory to practice and the lack of confidence in 
professional settings. Given South Africa’s historical landscape in education, students enrolled for 
the BSW from previously disadvantaged backgrounds already start their academic journey 
disadvantaged as they are not equipped with the language proficiency, thus heavily influencing their 
academic competence (Shokane et al., 2016). This also largely affects their confidence and report 
writing abilities. For many students, English proficiency is a challenge as it is not their home language 
and given the fact that field instruction report writing requires English and academic prowess, 
academic competence is impacted upon. 
Generally, you have got the students who experience a lack of confidence, and a lack of you 
know, they don't know how to put, the theory in the report. Inability where they lack to explain 
the theory in terms of relating it to the field practice. They have limited understanding of how 
to apply it in terms of the practice itself.  And then putting it in their report and explaining it. 
(Participant 2) 
There are some students who are troubling in terms of even mastering theory itself, not only 
integration but mastering theory itself. And in terms of writing, some of them are struggling 
a lot, some regarding I mean matters regarding English, I mean how to write quality reports 
is a challenge. (Participant 6) 
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Students who are demotivated, uninspired and lazy often formed part of the challenges that 
participants raised as this directly affected their morale and duties. Often, much energy was spent 
addressing these issues with students with the result that it took a substantial amount of time from the 
attention other students needed. Schmidt and Rautenbach (2016) raise a very important point 
regarding the lack of screening of students coming into the BSW programme and how students are 
accepted on the basis of just academic marks instead of screening for reasons behind wanting to study 
social work. This affects the levels of motivation and passion that students possess, and supervisors 
sit with these challenges in field supervision. 
4.5.2. Placement-Related Challenges  
This study found significant challenges at agencies, as raised by university-appointed supervisors. 
These concerns were tied to issues of student overpopulation at agencies to such an extent that 
students would not receive adequate exposure to client systems as they had to share clients with 
students from other universities. In addition to this, the dilemma of a lack of permanent social workers 
employed at placements meant that students struggled to be paired with supervisors qualified as social 
workers. Participants from the university reported that communication with placement agencies was 
difficult as agency personnel either made no effort or were never available to meet. The issue of 
placement inadequacy and overpopulation was highlighted by Ross and Ncube (2018) whose study 
found that field placements were not appropriately screened, linking to the difficulties of students 
finding sufficient client systems. Furthermore, their study found that placements often did not have 
qualified social workers to supervise students, which posed a challenge to university supervisors. 
These challenges were also substantiated by Liu, Sun and Anderson (2013) who suggest that good 
quality placements in under-resourced communities become an attraction flooded by BSW students 
and this clogs the system, impacting on the quality of supervision.  
Sometimes when you go to an agency and there will be 10 or 12 social work students, there 
will be 4 from UJ, and then 5 will be from Unisa and then another they will be from ah, you 
know and then, there's no, and then students have to share clients, they have to share groups, 
they have to share community projects, so it’s' really, really hard.  (Participant 4) 
I felt like the students had to struggle a lot with regards to booking their clients appointments 
you know, scheduling the groups, finding the members, finding what project would work for 
the community… So that was a challenge in terms of limitations for the students and it made 
it very difficult for them to prioritise various sections according to the learning guide and 
according to the criteria, those sort of deadlines for orals you know.   (Participant 3) 
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The voices from agency-appointed supervisors also raised their own organisational challenges that 
were brought about by the work overload and long hours, which directly affect the quality of 
supervision that could be given to students. High caseloads and limited human resources meant that 
time was limited for the number of students placed at agencies. All things considered, the fiscal and 
resource constraints in the social services sector have a ripple effect on social work field instruction 
and even more so, on the supervisors expected to produce quality supervision. Preston, George and 
Silver (2014) argue that field instruction placements are always under significant pressure caused by 
budget cuts and a lack of resources. This pinch is felt by the personnel on the ground who have to 
work long hours with limited pay and no support as agencies struggle to hire human capital.  
Because I was the only supervisor, basically social worker at the office.  The challenges would 
be also manpower in terms of supervising the students because I supervised 3 students at a 
time. Actually 4, considering that there's others from other institutions.  So, that would be the 
other challenge. It takes a while to do your work and also ah, you know sit with students and 
their report and you not be able to thoroughly go through them, with the students, even though 
I managed to do it but it, it is quite a big challenge.  (Participant 2) 
University-appointed participants noted that placements often had limited resources and were 
sometimes situated in remote areas making it a challenge to conduct onsite visits and manage 
relationships. This study also found that there were huge gaps between what the placement said they 
could provide the student versus what they actually provided. The dilemma of organisational politics 
and management often means that placements act unethically or bite off more than they can chew in 
order to uphold a certain status or funding and this causes further stress for supervisors who need to 
ensure the ethical practice of students is not compromised (Homonoff, 2008; Schmidt, 2014). 
There are some agencies they are just small organisations and some of them they do 
specialisation and they’ve got limited resources in terms of, I mean they don’t have an office 
for students to see their clients and some of them they end up sharing offices as students. 
(Participant 6) 
The agency says they can provide them with enough clients, and they can provide them with 
an opportunity to do good work and community work and then in reality the agencies often 
don't have that. (Participant 5) 
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4.5.3. University Related Challenges 
From the experiences shared by participants, university-related challenges were minimal compared 
to the concerns emanating from student conduct and placement agencies. Despite this reality, some 
of the challenges that were brought up were related to the limited training available and the limited 
contact time during the year that participants felt they could benefit from. According to the SACSSP 
(2012), supervision training is considered a requirement for supervision, however, considering that 
there is no clarification on standardised training, institutions such as UJ provide an orientation around 
supervision once at the beginning of the year. This is the only contact time for supervisors and other 
key role-players and this poses a challenge as supervisors yearn for more. 
There is no training, there is no continuous training.  There is no continuous engagement. 
Which I feel would really be ideal… I think it will be much better when we just have a check) 
in like, once a month, not more, once a month is too much. But let’s just say in a, in a term or 
3 months, supervisors converge and talk and ask how far have we gone since we began? What 
has changed, what has improved, what is still the same, what are we failing. (Participant 1) 
I sometimes maybe think that it would be nice to have a coming together you know during the 
year, even though I know sometimes we deal with time concerns, but it would not hurt to catch 
up like we do at the orientation. (Participant 3) 
Some concerns were raised about limited content and theory sharing from the basis of what students 
were learning from their lecturers. Some participants, both university and agency-appointed felt that 
they often had to discover from the students about the theories they were learning in the classroom. 
This finding reflects the results of Carelse and Poggenpoel’s (2016) study which brings to the fore 
the importance of collaborative efforts in supporting students academically. The success of field 
instruction relies on partnerships therefore communication between lecturers and supervisors with 
regard to the theory explored in the classroom could prove beneficial, not only for the sake of students, 
but for supervisors to keep abreast of theoretical developments in social work (Nzira and Williams, 
2008; Petersen, 2010). This also tied into some of the marking criteria that the university uses which 
participants felt they were not briefed on. 
There could be something, they don’t share with us especially their marking rubric. When 
they mark students report, because us as supervisors, we also do our own marking, which is 
completely different from theirs. So, they don’t share notes with us, what exactly should we 
look at because they seem to have their own marking rubric…I would also love to see the 
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university sharing with us notes regarding theory especially what they are teaching their 
students they must be able to give us some notes on that. (Participant 6) 
Interestingly, one participant raised the concern of remuneration, expressing that for the amount of 
work they do, a salary increase was needed. Another participant raised issues around difficulties 
securing venues at the university’s department during the times she had supervision sessions with her 
students.  
Yeah, the work is a lot. A group of 10 students, and you review about 5 submissions from 
each.  So, quite a lot of work in one week and so a salary increment would be in order. 
(Participant 3) 
Sometimes, it was difficult to secure a space within the department because it's a very small 
department.  So, we would walk around most of the time we had a room where it was mostly 
vacant, we found it occupied there was conflict. (Participant 8) 
4.6. Theme 3: Coping Strategies 
With the varying challenges highlighted by the participants, it was important to note the coping 
strategies these participants leaned on to effectively deal with issues. This study found that 
participants relied firstly on their own personal abilities, experience and self-assertiveness and 
secondly on their ability to effectively set boundaries where students were concerned. 
4.6.1. Own Development 
Participants described their greatest coping tools as being the ability to rely on their own development 
in the field of social work, particularly regarding some of their own self work in further training or 
continued professional development. Participants reported their ability to be reflective, assertive and 
keep abreast with social work developments and theories aided them in developing ways to cope with 
some of their supervision experiences. Truter and Fouche (2015) acknowledge the integral aspect of 
reflective supervision in aiding resilience where supervisors in practice have internally developed the 
potential to rise above challenges based on their ability to reflect on their own experiences and the 
experiences of their supervisees. The effects of proactive ongoing learning, reflective thinking and 
collaborative peer engagement have enormous impact on resilience, which is the ability to rise above 
challenge or adversity (Truter & Fouche, 2015). 
I mean something that requires us as supervisors to keep on acquainting ourselves with 
literature so that we will be able to be at par or to advise our students because most of the 
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challenge is theory integration. So to better be able to work with students, one would need to 
keep well versed with literature because yeah, literature is dynamic. (Participant 6) 
I read a lot to get to know upcoming trends and I have worked in multidisciplinary teams so 
it becomes useful in knowing how to supervise students. (Participant 1) 
4.6.2. Setting Boundaries 
Participants reported their greatest challenge to be student conduct and, in these circumstances, the 
coping strategy that was most efficient was setting boundaries and maintaining communication with 
students. They described the resolution of many of their challenges emanated from being able to reign 
students in by getting to know them and engaging in open dialogue with them while putting in place 
goals and boundaries for students to adhere to. Schmidt and Rautenbach (2016) highlight the 
foundation of any supervisory relationship as the ability of supervisors to orientate students to the 
expectations, boundaries and goals. The supervisory relationship is used as a foundation to map out 
trust and compassion, which in the future secures an openly interactive dynamic, which allows both 
supervisor and supervisee to openly explore challenges from a reflective and solution focused stance 
(Ingram, 2013). The benefits of this are that beyond the supervisor having to seek out solutions, the 
onus is on the student to also feel empowered in seeking out solutions for the challenges that arise. 
Carelse and Poggenpoel (2016) support this belief as a collaborative process with both parties 
mutually adding value and to the supervisory relationship experience. This, however, does not negate 
the value of placing boundaries. The participants shared how the quality and standard of the 
supervisory relationship allowed them to give structure that enabled coping with student difficulties. 
You have got to get to know your students.  I think if you are going to supervise students you 
have got to actually know their restraints their you know; their challenges and you have got 
a better time getting to know their work…with the students that don't comply, I normally speak 
to them, I normally put plans in motion for how they have to report back to me, how they have 
to submit their work. (Participant 4) 
I think just structuring the whole process with them um, and also clarifying when do I need to  
get reports and what will be covered in supervision sessions, prepare them beforehand, 
keeping in contact with them regularly I think that is very important, it helps sort any issues 
that pop up. (Participant 5) 
An interesting coping strategy raised by a participant who was an agency-appointed supervisor was 
that with their demanding workloads, she felt it helpful to integrate students into their organisation 
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activities, instead of treating them as separate responsibilities. Setting this as a goal and target meant 
that agency supervisors were hitting two birds with one stone whereby students were getting some 
form of exposure in the organisation while supervisors were also getting more support in their day-
to-day activities. The argument that Schmidt and Rautenbach (2016) raise in support of a strategy of 
this nature is that students stand to gain a lot more learning and experience when integrated 
holistically into the organisational culture. This becomes a mutually beneficial and instrumental 
approach to field instruction as organisations lean on the added support and human capital of students 
while embracing experiential teaching.  
From the organisation point, when it comes to students fulfilling their tasks under my wing, it 
sort of like a good thing to add them to organisation events because, you know most of them 
really would give that extra support you know. When we go out to do projects you will have 
that extra hand, that they would give. So, they will be learning, and I will be working at the 
same time. (Participant 7) 
4.7. Theme 4: Departmental Support 
As an extension of Theme 3 on coping strategies, participants who were university-appointed found 
certain aspects from the UJ Department of Social Work to be supportive and beneficial in enhancing 
their supervision experiences and in assisting them effectively and efficiently to carry out their roles 
and responsibilities. Supervisors reported the departmental support as being the field instruction co-
ordinators and facilitators, the annual orientation or workshop they attended at the beginning of the 
year, and the open forms of communication with the department that made conflict resolution smooth 
and easy to manage.  
4.7.1. Co-ordinators and Facilitators 
Participants described with praise the support that came from field instruction co-ordinators and 
facilitators. They reported on the level of consistent open communication that facilitated structure 
within the field instruction component. Both co-ordinators and facilitators were attentive to 
supervisors’ needs and provided quick and efficient turnaround times when it came to resolving 
issues. Supervisors kept regular contact with the co-ordinators and the communication was either 
face-to-face or digital; some participants highlighted the importance of making use of digital group 
chats throughout the year. 
I get a lot of support from, from the university side specifically from the facilitators and the 
co-ordinator.  We keep in contact regularly, so that helps… they are accessible, it's very, easy 
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to make contact with them via email and they respond promptly.  So, that helps a lot. 
(Participant 5) 
The support structures available for supervisors, we sort of had that personal relationship 
with the facilitators and with the coordinator. We had that sort of relationship built. We had 
a WhatsApp group for the supervision group, so if any news came in, any questions or queries 
with regards to the requirements, we would just WhatsApp which made it very easy to 
communicate at all times. (Participant 3) 
Poggenpoel’s (2018) study also found similar results when it came to supervisors and their 
appreciation of the open communication within the social work department. A collection of literature 
in field instruction shares commonalities when it comes to the discussion of partnerships, 
collaboration and communication (Carelse & Poggenpoel, 2016; Bogo, 2006; Schmidt & Rautenbach, 
2016). The importance of partnerships in supporting field supervisors is explored by a myriad of 
studies and the findings show the value of relationships in supervision. Adamson (2012, p. 186) puts 
forward the statement “supervision never happens in a vacuum,” and this specifically speaks to the 
interactions and processes between field coordinators, field facilitators and field supervisors. In this 
study it is clear that communication was conducted either in person or online. Traditionally, before 
the rise of online platforms, meetings and discussions were held in physical settings, however, with 
the rise of technology, online communication has become an embraced and preferred mode of 
communication as it is convenient and instantaneous (Bartling & Friesike, 2014). Interestingly, the 
global pandemic of COVID-19 has fast-tracked the process of online communication, which will 
escalate the collaboration, networking and partnerships in numerous academic areas, including field 
instruction. 
4.7.2. Annual Orientation 
Participants made reference to the annual orientation and workshop that had been introduced by the 
department and which took place at the beginning of every year. This was a strategic support feature 
to bring together all new and existing supervisors from both the university and the agency. This annual 
orientation was reported to be beneficial in giving practical tools and updates on the roles and 
responsibilities of supervision. It also gave direction for the year ahead. 
So in the beginning of the year they would host a two day workshop or one day workshop, 
basically taking us through the study guide because they always assume that there’s new 
supervisors coming on board, so they would take us through the study guide, the requirements, 
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all the things that we need to know for the year and what’s new also in terms of supervision 
for the students. And that’s quite helpful. (Participant 8) 
I think this year really, I like the training, like you know practical. Like it was scenarios that 
we had to do as, as supervisor. We sat on the floor, we drew, we came up with ways in which 
we can do it.  Really it was for me practical. (Participant 1) 
The presence of an orientation session for supervisors is a relevant initiative, particularly in the 
absence of standardised training (Dhemba, 2012). It can be argued that orientations serve more of an 
administrative function than an educational one, as they guide the supervisors with regard to their 
duties, roles and expectations. The SACSSP (2012) signifies the role of training in field supervision, 
however it appears, at best, institutions use orientation workshops as a support tool for supervisors 
(Poggenpoel, 2018; Dhemba, 2012). Peer collaboration is often borne out of the orientation sessions 
as supervisors get an opportunity to meet fellow supervisors and this becomes a space to learn, 
network and form lasting peer partnerships. Carlitz, Roux & Strydom (2014) highlights the necessity 
of peer collaboration in building job satisfaction and a feeling of belonging, which enhances work 
performance. 
4.8. Theme 5: Training Needs and Support Required 
Beyond the annual orientation, participants placed emphasis on the need for training throughout the 
year, either from the university or a standardised accredited supervision course that had a stamp of 
approval from the SACSSP. Therefore, participants brought up their training needs and additional 
support required.  
4.8.1. Training Needs 
What was reported was that beyond supervisors’ own passions, drive and interest to study further, the 
university or the SACSSP needed to provide supervision training or training on specific theories to 
fit into the current mould of social work students. What was highlighted in interviews, was that often 
current supervisors had graduated close to or over a decade ago. From this, the realisation was that 
information, academia and theory was dynamic, meaning that the students who the supervisors were 
now supporting were from different generational eras and this often created a gap between what the 
supervisors knew and what the students needed. A study by Carelse and Poggenpoel (2016) found 
similar results in a study of practitioners’ supervision experiences whereby participants reported 
concerns of a limited knowledge base when it came to theories that they knew compared to the 
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theories currently being introduced in academia. Supervisors were often left relying on students for 
guidance. 
The SACSSP (2012) set the tone on the need for training that is necessary for supervisors to embark 
on to be fully equipped to manage the supervision processes. Karpetis and Athanasiou (2017) remark 
on there being a myriad of literature that accepts that poor supervision is a result of a lack of formal 
training ahead of appointing supervisors. Additionally, Breda and Fella, as cited in Ross and Ncube 
(2018), emphasise the significance of supervisors in professional development and that an investment 
in their development weighs heavily on the field instruction component. The value of experienced 
supervisors cannot be negated, however years of experience can be grounded by standardised training 
in supervision.  
I would request the specific training it would be, something in the lines of an update on the 
resent theories. An update on, relevant social work theories because theories are developing 
so quickly and me being a graduate from so many years back, I think it would be very helpful 
if, there could be a opportunity where we could be updated on relevant theories. (Participant 
5) 
Definitely a graduate course in supervision and management I think it would be very helpful 
because as a supervisor and most of the supervisors, they are not in a supervisory role 
already. So taking this on without thorough knowledge of how to become a social work 
supervisor is risky especially for the students. More workshops and maybe more course work 
on that would be very helpful, as a graduate course or something. (Participant 8) 
The need for a standardised training was brought on by the reality that supervisors, especially those 
based at the agencies with limited regulation, could easily be a social worker coming straight from 
university and now expected to supervise students with a year or two of experience. Dhemba (2012) 
and Tanga (2013) state that in some placements, the difficulty is in acknowledging that supervisors 
are recently qualified graduates, leaving them with no experience and in some cases, supervisors are 
not qualified social workers at all. They highlight that this means that field supervisors in agencies 
and the entire field instruction fraternity would benefit from formal training in aiding the assimilation 
of theory in practice for students. 
A student cannot supervise a student…I believe that, the more experience the one has, the 
more ability they would have to supervise, but at the same time a fulltime or part-time course 
in supervision, for example would not do any harm, it would actually do good because not 
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everybody is skilled in supervising of course, also you know the theoretical part is important. 
(Participant 2) 
4.8.2. Additional Support 
Beyond the training needs there were a few other additional needs participants had that they thought 
would assist them perform their supervision duties adequately to serve the student. Participants 
reported the need for peer collaboration with fellow supervisors as they reported that at times the role 
could be lonely and interestingly, this view was held by the agency-appointed supervisors. Peer 
support and collaboration creates a feeling of universality which breeds a space of shared knowledge 
and solution strategies for overcoming challenges (Carlitz et al., 2014). Peer collaboration positively 
influences job satisfaction and work performance. 
Sometimes it maybe feels a bit siloed how we work, I do my own thing and the others do their 
own thing. I know it’s not like that for other supervisors but if I’m the only social worker in 
my organisation and I don’t really have someone on my level to connect with it becomes hard. 
(Participant 2) 
Like I knew one lady in the group so we constantly used to call one another if we were unsure 
of certain things and so that was very helpful you know the stuff that I may have missed that 
she was able to share with me and so forth. So, I think that peer and that WhatsApp group 
that we had was very nice you know because obviously digital platforms nowadays is good. 
Now I’m not sure if it still happens. (Participant 3) 
It was also generically reported by a participant that shared marking rubrics and assessment tools 
used to mark students’ reports were an essential aspect that could guide supervisors in their own 
evaluation of student reports. Schmidt (2014) suggests that the assessment of student work should 
ideally exist in partnership whereby all role-players concerned in the field instruction component 
converge in the assessment process to ensure accuracy and fairness.  
And also, they must also share their marking rubric because as we are attending to students’ 
reports, we need to be sure, to be very confident what exactly is expected when we mark their 
reports. (Participant 6) 
One participant reiterated the need for a salary increment in order to feel supported in this highly-
demanding role. Remuneration as a field supervisor is a useful incentive that can heighten interest, 
satisfaction and quality of work. Research in this field and the framework provided by the SACSSP 
(2012) does not clarify what constitutes as fair field supervision remuneration, however what is 
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highlighted is that university supervisors are paid for their supervisory role, whereas agency 
supervisors are not paid beyond their organisational remuneration package (Mathonsi, 2016). 
4.9. Theme 6: Systemic Interrelationships 
The true foundation of successful field instruction lies in the relationship dynamics between the key 
role players. The system from which field training is executed is one where supervisors do not work 
in isolation but work in collaboration with the university, the agency and the students. Participants 
had varying descriptions of their relationships with the university or department, the agency and the 
students. Some were of the view that holding balanced relationships with all key role-players served 
them well, while others who particularly struggled with time constraints and juggling other roles 
found it difficult to pursue equilibrium within the field instruction system. 
4.9.1. Supervisor and Department Relationship 
Participants, particularly those who were university-appointed supervisors, reported that their 
relationships with the social work department at the university was one that was collaborative and 
had open feedback loops that allowed for in-depth engagement and yielded positive outcomes. 
Participants felt that this dynamic was a result of the interdependence between the supervisors and 
the department whereby both parties understood the value and need for each other to thrive at bringing 
the best outcomes for field instruction. From a systems perspective and drawing from the concept of 
interdependence, the relationship between the supervisor and the department is a symbiotic 
relationship that serves as a foundation for other interlinks that exist in the field instruction system 
(Nadesan, 2019; Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Role definition in the supervisor and department relationship 
serves the system well, in such a way that boundaries are understood and respected and this is 
mirrored in the relationship satisfaction that participants reported. 
The university understands their role very clearly and I also understand mine, I hope, very 
clearly, so like that the relationship with them is made easier. (Participant 5) 
I feel like they really appreciated the work that we do provide, and I would also say that they 
were really supportive of our views…together we form a team that makes the supervision 
easier and that obviously makes student’s life also easier. (Participant 1) 
This highlighted the narrative that when boundaries are set, it promotes clarity in systems and less 
room for rules to be broken and imbalances to be created.  
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On the contrary, the narrative from participants who were agency-appointed supervisors was that 
there was not really much of a relationship between themselves and the department. They felt that 
that relationship sat more at a higher level than with them, where the agency as an institution was 
seen to hold that relationship. This fed into the notion that agency supervisors did not see themselves 
as influential and as key role-players in the field instruction component. This ties into their 
understanding of how the supervision role is not a core focus for them but rather one of the roles put 
onto them by virtue of being an employee of the agency. 
There is not much communications with the university so I wouldn’t say there’s a relationship 
there, like this facilitator or supervisor would come maybe once in 3 months, check how is the 
student going.  So, really, I think I have just adopted that if there is a problem, I sort it out 
with the student if it’s possible… I would say maybe that the relationship starts and ends with 
the organisation director when he says yes, I’ll take UJ students this year. (Participant 7) 
From an ecological systems perspective and drawing on the concept of adaptation, agency supervisors 
can be seen to be adapting to a system that is perceived not to nurture and support them and this 
breeds despondency and a lack of clarity and awareness to the role that they carry as agency 
supervisors (Berkes, Colding & Folke, 2003).  Berkes et al., (2003) highlight that certain attitudes 
towards the environment may have significant implications on the management of that environment, 
the interrelations and the patterns of behaviour. If the perception is that the university does not 
maintain communication with agency supervisors, then this creates complexities in the way they 
perceive their roles within the system. This perpetuates some of the challenges experienced by all key 
role-players in field instruction.  
4.9.2. Supervisor and Student Relationship 
The participants expressed that apart from the main challenges that came from supervising students, 
the relationships they had with them were enriching and fulfilling, especially supervising at a fourth-
year level as this was the last phase before students walked into the world of work. Participants 
reported that their relationships with students propelled and encouraged them to learn more about 
themselves (self-introspection) and social work.  
I have the kind of relationship where I’m a hands-on supervisor for I get to know all my 
students and I have regular contact with them. I think I am approachable. I think I am quite 




Students can be problematic but so can supervisors. We feed off each other…so the sooner 
we can sometimes realise that we are all dependent on each other, then the better. That’s why 
then the importance in communicating. (Participant 3) 
In this research, the mesosystem level is where the supervisor interacts with the student and some 
other key role-players in the system. According to Bronfenbrenner (2005), the mesosystem includes 
the cross and lateral interactions or processes that occur between the multiple participants and role 
players in a system. The supervisor-supervisee relationship is a dynamic interrelation that thrives on 
the mutual understanding of goals and responsibilities (Carelse & Poggenpoel, 2016). The meaning 
that supervisors derived from their relationships with students gave them a sense of personal mastery 
where they found it beneficial to understand that learning, knowledge and power was not a unilateral 
occurrence, but rather one where both supervisor and student had the ability to influence the other 
when it comes to learning and development.  
Participants highlighted the fluid and flexible nature of their relationship with students whereby it 
shifts, depending on the dynamics of the circumstances they find themselves in. Both university- and 
agency-appointed supervisors expressed that the quality of the relationships can be impacted on by 
the students’ willingness to positively engage in the relationship. 
Between myself and the student, it depends on how the student really has brought themselves 
to the relationship.  But also, in times I found it very beneficial where students can really rely 
on my knowledge and my expertise.  But often times when a student is really not driven, I find 
that it becomes a very, I do not want to say toxic, but can be unbeneficial relationship. 
(Participant 1) 
When they are willing to fit into the organisation’s culture and they don’t shy away from doing 
other duties as part of the organisation then it’s easier to get along and you can see that this 
student is ready to roll up their sleeves to do the work. (Participant 7) 
Participants perceived their relationship with students as a fluid one and this was highlighted in theme 
2 where some of the challenges experienced by supervisors in their relationship with students were 
highlighted and discussed. What is most highlighted in the supervisor-supervisee relationship from a 
systems perspective is the hierarchical pattern of the relationship and the interdependence within that 
partnership. Both parties function autonomously within their microsystems, controlling their own 
actions and behaviour but seemingly reliant on each other for the ultimate success of personal goals 
and achievements as well as of field instruction as a whole (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 
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4.9.3. Supervisor and Agency Relationship 
Participants from the university highlighted their relationships with the agency as being the most 
difficult because of what they seemingly thought was a combination of a lack of passion and interest 
and lack of time from the agency side. They found it exceptionally difficult to uphold a solid 
relationship with agency personnel due to a lack of communication and the agency’s inability to see 
the shared goal in student development. This was brought up as some agencies were known to 
misalign students roles in the organisation, hugely affecting their learning goals. It was also 
highlighted that in some instances, there was no need to hold a relationship as long as the students’ 
needs were met from the agency. 
I don't know if the agencies are always quite on board. I sometimes experience that they take 
in the students but they, don't realise how important their roles are or, how important their 
inputs are.  And sometimes I feel the students are just, left in the dark, from the side from the 
agencies and, like the agencies don't appreciate the role of the student and they don't 
appreciate the impact that the student social worker can have on the functioning of the agency. 
So, I think they just sometimes take them in because they were asked to and not necessarily 
because they understand the importance of the exposure to the field worker. (Participant 5) 
My role in this system is trying to link all three together at once and to create harmony and 
good working relationships, it’s very, very important for me. I’m not in the interest of 
discrediting any organisation but I must say that this relationship with organisations can be 
challenging because I don’t think they see the bigger picture of why students are there. 
(Participant 1) 
The supervisor-agency relationship is one that is laden with some controversy and complexities. From 
a systems perspective, this relationship encompasses the relationship between a microsystem and 
macrosystem as the agency exists on an institutional level where the norms and values emanating 
from this level influence the microsystem that is the supervisor in this study (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). 
Some participants question the ethical practice of certain agencies and the perceptions that arise from 
this become associated with lack of trust and a need to distance themselves from this relationship, 
unless circumstances call on their engagement when it comes to student support. The differences in 
practice disciplines of the agencies and the supervisors also seem to widen the gap in this relationship 
as the only link that brings these two systems together is the student. Despite this reality, the 
ecological systems approach raises awareness of holistic systems inclusive of the imbalances found 
within the relationships (Berkes et al., 2003). It must be noted that the agency exists within wider 
socio-political, cultural and economic states that have huge influences on the way that it practices 
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forms of social work, education and supervision. Therefore, the complexities in the supervisor-agency 
relationship can be understood from this perspective. 
4.10. Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the expansive experiences of the university and agency-appointed 
supervisors in relation to their recruitment and selection, their challenges and coping mechanisms, 
the training and support, as well as their relationships within the field instruction system. The voices 
and stories of the participants were depicted in the themes and sub-themes discovered in this research. 
The perceptions reflected subjective views and experiences from individuals carefully selected for 





Chapter 5. Conclusions and Recommendations 
5.1. Introduction 
This research focused on the experiences of field instruction supervisors in the fourth-year BSW 
programme. The narratives of the supervisors allowed an exploration into their perceptions of the 
selection process, the challenges and concerns experienced as well as the coping strategies. Their 
voices highlighted some of their training and support needs as well as their perceptions of the 
relationship dynamics with other role-players in the field instruction component. In this chapter, the 
conclusions of this study and the recommendations are put forward. 
5.2. Achieving the Aim 
The aim of this research was to explore the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW fourth-year 
Field Instruction Programme at the University of Johannesburg. This study extensively investigated 
the supervisors’ experiences and perceptions of working within the final year field instruction 
component of the social work degree. With respect to the aim in this study, the researcher achieved 
the intended goal of obtaining in-depth and rich information concerning the experiences of the 
supervisors. 
5.3. Achieving and Concluding the Objectives 
The aim of this study was achieved through the exploration of four key objectives. The findings were 
presented as a response to the respective objectives of this study. Conclusions and achievements of 
each objective will be elucidated below. 
5.3.1. Objective 1 
In the first objective, the researcher sought to gain insight into the field supervisors’ experiences of 
their selection process and the requirements of the department for fourth-year BSW field supervision.  
Drawing from the data it could be concluded that the Department of Social Work at the University of 
Johannesburg does not follow specific procedural processes to recruit and select supervisors. The 
process of advertising positions is informal. Without marketing and formally advertising this role, a 
huge scope of potential supervisors is missed. There are no clear criteria about what the requirements 
are for recruitment of fourth-year supervisors. This assumes that any enquiring social worker who 
shows interest can become a supervisor without rigorous and strict measures. Recruitment therefore 
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remains within the confines of a small group of supervisors who are re-appointed every year without 
the opportunity to diversify and seek out new candidates. This is reaffirmed by Al-Amin (2015) who 
highlights that the recruitment and selection of supervisors should never be on the basis of availability 
and informal existing relationships but rather that there is demonstrated competence, effective 
communication and an overall passion for student development. Ketner et al. (2017) highlights that 
this role attracts social workers who are already in the social work education fraternity and who are 
looking to fulfil their need for professional development, teaching and leadership skills. This therefore 
means that there is a need to carefully advertise the supervision role and provide equal opportunity 
for the attraction of a diverse group of social workers.  
Following the informal advertising process, and with the lack of clear criteria for selection, the 
Department does not have rigorous interview processes. This means that the opportunity to engage 
potential supervisors on their intentions and passion for social work education and student 
development is missed. A formal interview process, with clear criteria and questions for the interview 
would help to explore the reasons why individuals want to become supervisors. It would also establish 
whether the person meets the criteria for the specific year of supervision as the fourth-year level is 
one that is most demanding as students are being prepared to enter the world of work. 
Where agency supervisors are concerned, it could be concluded that the Department of Social Work 
at the University of Johannesburg does not conduct any screening of the social workers based at the 
placement agencies. There is an unspoken expectation that the agency management allocates suitable 
candidates to provide supervision. Because of this, the opportunity to carefully screen and ascertain 
that agency supervisors are fully skilled and qualified is missed. Careful screening of agency 
supervisors would ensure that individuals are determined, passionate, willing and motivated to 
conduct good quality supervision. According to Chevallier (2008), motivation to provide good quality 
supervision needs to be attached to an individual’s personal and professional goals and values. This 
means that a sense of passion and drive should be determined in the social workers’ practice in order 
to help establish their sense of interest in grooming the next generation of professionals. Chevallier 
(2008) goes on to mention Erik Erikson’s concept of generativity versus stagnation, whereby 
professionals are either primarily concerned with grooming future generations or begin to stagnate 
and show interest only on the self.  Therefore, without screening it may be difficult to determine the 
motivation or drive behind field supervision. 
5.3.2. Objective 2 
In the second objective, the researcher explored the supervision challenges and coping strategies of 
fourth-year BSW field supervisors.  
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From the findings, it was concluded that the most difficult challenge faced by supervisors arises  
between students and the placement agencies. Supervisors are challenged to navigate the demanding 
role of  supporting students who come from different backgrounds with differing learning capabilities. 
This means that the different strengths and weaknesses of students bring much contemplation when 
it comes to how supervisors negotiate challenges that arise from this. 
From the findings it could be concluded that both agency and university supervisors experience power 
dynamics and communication struggles with students. The students behavioural conduct affects the 
way in which supervision is conducted. As a result of this, supervisors are expected to put in more 
work and effort in potentiating student development where students lack language proficiency, 
confidence and competence.  The supervisory process is one that requires further research in assessing 
the dynamics of the relationship between students and supervisors. More importantly, according to 
Chevallier (2008), the maturity and insight of supervisors should be carefully considered as at times 
it is easier for supervisors to take the credit when things go well and shift blame on students when 
things go wrong.  
The other issue is that supervisors should not be expected to deal with student behavioural issues on 
their own. They are supposed to take this to the facilitator or field co-ordinator who must address 
behavioural problems. However, with limited time, supervisors choose to deal with certain issues in 
the hope of managing it without further disruptions. 
 It could equally be concluded that because of the difficulty of finding suitable placement agencies, 
supervisors are left with the huge burden of ensuring a smooth process when managing challenges 
that arise from these agencies. Supervisors are often caught between the pressure of supporting 
students while negotiating appropriate protocols at agencies, and the accessibility of resources to 
perform their duties. This especially affects agency-appointed supervisors. It was concluded that 
agency supervisors are least supported by both the university and their agencies when it comes to 
student supervision. They often feel neglected and not consulted by the university during the year 
when it comes to training or department meetings. On the other hand they are under resourced and 
overworked by the agency, leaving them with no passion and motivation for student development. 
This means that the supervisory relationship is not nurtured and the process of learning for students 
is compromised. 
From the findings on coping strategies that supervisors use, it was firstly concluded that they build 
resilience by promoting their own development where they seek out opportunities of skill-building 
which assist them in responding to these demanding challenges. Supervisors are forced to rely on 
themselves first, to be able to affect solutions arising from the challenges they meet. A key point here 
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is that supervisors tap into their own innate reflective processes and experiences coupled with 
regulating and setting boundaries for students to ensure that they successfully meet the challenges 
they face. Secondly, it was concluded that agency supervisors strongly rely on fully integrating 
students as agency personnel in order to access the dual benefits of having students as support 
structures in the organisation while simultaneously fulfilling their learning needs within the 
organisation. This is seen as a resourceful and mutually beneficial coping mechanism. 
5.3.3. Objective 3 
In the third objective, the researcher sought to explore the training needs and support required of 
fourth-year field supervisors.  
Beyond the annual orientation conducted by the department there is no formal training provided to 
new or existing supervisors during the year. This means that there is a heavy reliance on supervisors’ 
pre-existing knowledge, experience and expertise on supervision. The challenge with this is that 
without a careful selection processes, the lack of experience and expertise of supervisors who are 
newly-qualified graduates can often be missed. There is no standardised training that places potential 
supervision candidates in a position to effectively learn the principles, framework and skills of 
supervision. A key point to note is that supervisors need ongoing training support in order to meet the 
requirements placed upon them for supervision. Karpetis and Athanasiou (2017) highlighted that poor 
supervision is heightened by the lack of standardised training, prior to appointing supervisors. 
Beyond training needs, it was concluded that there is a lack of communication between supervisors 
and internship staff regarding what students are taught. This often creates a gap between what students 
know and the knowledge that supervisors have on theory and models. This gap is one that can be 
explored and bridged by having lecturers and supervisors constantly interacting and sharing 
classroom content. Therefore, a support feature whereby lecturers engage with supervisors would be 
highly appreciated and ultimately benefit the supervision process.  
It was also concluded that there is a strong need for peer collaboration and support as supervision 
work can often be lonely and isolated, particularly when based at agencies. The need for shared 
knowledge and points of contact with fellow supervisors throughout the year comes from 




5.3.4. Objective 4 
In the fourth objective, the researcher sought to explore the supervisors’ experiences of the 
relationship between themselves, the students, the university and the placement agency from a 
systems perspective.  
It can be concluded that supervisors find value in being fully integrated into a systemic structure that 
allows for interdependent relationships. Supervisors who often feel valued and part of a bigger system 
find it easier to engage in open dialogue with students, the department and the agency. This gives 
adequate opportunity to resolve any arising issues in real time. The infinite benefits of good quality 
relationships in a system bring about job satisfaction, which feeds into productive and effective 
outcomes (Berkes et al., 2003). 
From the findings, it could be concluded that there is a mutually-beneficial relationship between 
supervisors and the department. This relationship is strengthened by the mutual respect and open 
communication where student matters are concerned. It was also concluded from the study that 
supervisors value the relationships they build with students who are engaged in their own learning 
and development. They pride themselves in working collaboratively with students in bringing them 
to their full potential. Open communication channels between supervisors and students stabilises the 
supervisory relationship.  
Furthermore, there is limited interaction between the university-appointed supervisors and the 
placement agency. This is because placements are often either too far to visit or that there is no mutual 
attempt by both university-appointed supervisors and the agency to connect. Time constraints also 
hinder meeting opportunities and the relationship between university supervisors and agency 
personnel is not nurtured. The gap in communication leads to challenges arising and the inability to 
effectively resolve issues in real time. Without open dialogue between these key role-players, a lot of 
information is missed, which heavily affects the field instruction goals. It could be concluded that the 
main link in this system is the student.  
5.4. Limitations of the Study 
Each study has the capacity to fall short when it comes to collecting and interpreting data (Roller & 
Lavrakas, 2015). It is important to acknowledge this as a part of the research process in order to 
present a scientifically sound study. The following limitations were highlighted in this research: 
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 This study was limited to the University of Johannesburg Social Work Department, therefore 
the views of participants were limited to this context. However, this study can be used in other 
universities with similar contexts for the benefit of their field supervision. 
 This study was conducted during the COVID-19 global pandemic which affected the 
accessibility of a balanced sample of university- and agency-based supervisors. The majority 
of the participants were university-appointed. This meant that the voice of agency-appointed 
supervisors, their views and experiences did not come through as strongly in the findings.  
 Due to time constraints and the nationwide lockdown, interview processes were conducted 
telephonically and although this was done successfully and rich data was collected, face-to-
face interviews would have allowed for the extraction of more information as the researcher 
would have identified non-verbal language. 
 This study was conducted with a small sample size of eight participants which therefore points 
to the reality that the findings cannot be generalised to a broader population.  
5.5. Recommendations 
Based on the findings from this study the following recommendations are put forward: 
1. The UJ Department of Social Work should consider a more structured recruitment and 
selection process in appointing their supervisors. Following a formal process will ensure the 
appointment of suitable candidates with a passion and interest for working with students. A 
set criteria for appointing supervisors should be communicated in the process of recruitment 
and this will raise the benchmark in the quality of supervisors. It is crucial that supervisors 
not be appointed based solely on their years of experience and their familiarity in the 
department, but rather on their competency. 
2. Formalised and standardised training should be made mandatory and provided to candidates 
who wish to pursue field supervision. The training and qualification should specify the need 
for continued professional development so as to ensure that qualified supervisors keep abreast 
of developments in the field. 
3. The department needs to host mid-year workshops beyond the orientation at the beginning of 
each year, to which supervisors are invited to collaboratively share feedback and experiences 
of supervision in order to constantly be engaged in a process of improving field instruction at 
UJ. 
4. Fieldwork educators should share theory and literature taught in the classroom with 
supervisors in order to maintain transparent channels of education. This will ensure that the 
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gap between what students learn in the classroom and what supervisors teach in the field is 
minimised. 
5. Rigorous interviews and selection processes for placement agencies should be a necessity to 
ensure that social workers with the correct qualifications and who meet the criteria for 
supervision, are present and willing to conduct supervision. This will also ensure that 
challenges arising from a lack of clientele and resources are identified before placing students 
for their field practicum. 
6. Ongoing communication and open dialogue between the university-appointed supervisors and 
placement agencies should be nurtured and encouraged to ensure adequate and timely problem 
solving when student challenges arise. 
5.6. Conclusion 
In this study, the researcher explored the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW fourth-year 
Field Instruction Programme at the University of Johannesburg. The findings from this study showed 
that the supervision experience is one that is both fulfilling and equally riddled with complexities and 
challenges. Supervisors carry a huge responsibility in ensuring that they mentor, guide, teach and 
support students in completing their field practice requirements. It is important to note that in 
improving field supervision, other aspects of the field instruction component should be improved by 
all key role-players involved. The department at UJ, the field placements and the SACSSP should 
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Appendix 2. Invitation letter to the participants 
 
 
Information letter for participant 
 
REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH WITH FIELD 
INSTRUCTION SUPERVISOR 
 
Dear field supervisor 
 
My name is Sinenhlanhla Nyoni and I am a Master’s student within the Social Work Department at 
the University of Johannesburg. 
 
1. You are invited to participate in a research study on the field instruction experiences of field 
supervisors. This is applicable to field supervisors previously or currently supervising 
University of Johannesburg students at fourth year BSW level.  
 
2. Please read the information below carefully and ask any questions you may have about it 
before completing the consent form. 
 
3. The aim of this research is to explore the experiences of field supervisors of the BSW fourth 
year field instruction programme, using elements of systems theory. The use of a theoretical 
framework to inform such investigations has been scarce in the literature. Using a systems 
analysis would serve to inform the Department of Social Work, particularly academic staff 
involved in the field instruction programme, on the roles, relationships, processes and practices 
of supervision from the perspective of the student supervisor.  
 
4. The objectives of the research are:  
 
a. To gain insight into the field supervisors’ experiences of their selection process and the 
requirements of the department for fourth year BSW field supervision 
b. To explore the supervision challenges and coping strategies of fourth year BSW field 
supervisors 
c. To explore the training needs and support required of fourth year field supervisors 
d. To explore the supervisors’ experiences of the relationship between themselves, the 
students, the university and the placement agency from a social systems perspective 
 
5. Should you decide to participate in this study, please note that your participation is voluntary. 
This means that you should not feel compelled to participate, and you can elect to withdraw 
from participating even after consenting, particularly if the study makes you feel uncomfortable. 
You will not be penalized in any way should you discontinue from participating, and then all 
information and data collected from you will be destroyed and not included in the study.  
 
6. If you agree to participate, the researcher will contact you. Thereafter, the researcher will once 
again provide you with a letter of participation, confirming your participation and reiterating the 




7. The researcher will arrange for an individual telephonic interview with you. The interview will 
take approximately 60-90 minutes and will be audio-recorded, with your permission. The 
recordings will be stored in a secure digital platform and only myself will have access to them.  
 
8. We (the project leader, research supervisor and I) undertake not to hide anything from you 
concerning your participation and the potential harm, discomfort, stress it may cause.  
 
9. If participation in this project causes you any emotional, physical, or mental discomfort, 
arrangements will be made by the researcher for support and counselling. 
 
10. Your identity will be protected at all times. You will be offered a choice of using a pseudonym 
during the interview. Coding of the transcribed data will be undertaken in such a way that no 
personal information will be revealed. Rest assured that any publications resulting from this 
research will not mention your name or any identifying information about you, nor will your 
personal details be revealed.  
 
11. The written informed consent form will be kept separate from all other documentation and will 
be in a locked cupboard.  
 
12. It may be possible that you may know or be familiar with the researcher allocated to you. In 
such instance, and particularly if this makes you feel uncomfortable, you may request for a 
change of researcher. You can email my supervisor directly on jessiet@uj.ac.za for this, with no 
penalty.  
 
If you have read this document and understand what is expected of you, please consider participating 









Appendix 3. Consent Form 
 
 
Informed consent form 
 
All participants to complete this section: 
 
Your name and surname  
Your contact number  
Your email address  
 
 
I, ____________________________________________ agree to participate in the  
 
research project as indicated in the attached letter. 
 
1. I have read and understood the information given to me about this project.  
2. I have had opportunities to ask questions and have received all the information I need.  
3. I understand that I will not receive payment or reward for participating. 
4. I also understand that I may withdraw my participation at any time without any penalties. 
5. I also agree for the interview to be audio-recorded. 
6. I understand that I can ask for help if the research project causes me any distress. 
7. I choose to have the following pseudo name: _____________________________ (if 
applicable)   
 
 
Signature of participant: __________________________________ 
 
Date:   __________________________________ 
 
Details of supervisor: ______________________________________ 
 









Appendix 4. Semi-structured Interview Schedule 
Introductory Questions 
1. Describe your role in fieldwork supervision. 
2. How long have you held this position? 
3. How long have you been practicing as a social worker? 
 
Objective 1: To gain insight into the field supervisors’ experiences of their selection process and 
the requirements of the department for fourth year BSW field supervision 
4. Describe how the opportunity came about for you to be a field instruction supervisor? 
5. Describe your experiences on the selection process to becoming a field instruction supervisor 
in the fourth year programme? 
6. What do you understand as being the requirements of the department in becoming a field 
instruction supervisor in the fourth year programme?  
 
Objective 2: To explore the supervision challenges and coping strategies of fourth year BSW 
field supervisors? 
7. Describe the challenges that you experience with regard to field supervision. 
8. Explain how these challenges impact on your role as field supervisor. 
9. To what extent are these challenges linked to: 
 the university; the placement agency; the student; other factors 
10. How do you cope with such challenges? 
 
Objective 3: To explore the training needs and support required of fourth year field supervisors 
11. Describe the support structures available to field supervisors from the university and/or 
agency. 
12. How do you feel about the support you receive from the university and/or agency? 
13. Describe the support that could be offered by UJ to yourself and other student supervisors? 
14. Explain how fieldwork supervisors have been trained regarding your roles. 
15. What specific training needs do you and other field supervisors require to perform adequately 
in this role? 
 
Objective 4: To explore the supervisors’ experiences of the relationship between themselves, 
the students, the university and the placement agency from a social systems perspective 
16. Describe the relationship between: 
a. Yourself and the department/university?  
b. Yourself and the student/s?  
c. Yourself and the placement agency?  
d. The university, the student, the placement agency and yourself? 
17. Describe the relationship pattern or structure between the student, yourself, the university 
and the agency 






19. Would you like to add anything else that you think might be beneficial for the research 
project? 
20. Do you have any recommendations regarding fieldwork supervision? 







Appendix 5. Transcription sample 
Research Interview: Participant 8 
Please note the following; 
1. A time stamp is indicated for inaudible [HH:MM:SS] 
2. Acronyms have not been expanded  
3. Insignificant information such as verbiage, emotions, background noises, meaningless 
interviewer prompts have not been captured 
 
Speaker key 
SINE   Interviewer 
PARTICIPANT 8 Interviewee 
 
[Beginning of recorded material]  
SINE: Thank you so much for your time and consent, I'll quickly get into it. So, my research is on  
exploring the field instruction experiences of supervisors who work specifically with fourth year UJ 
students, social work students.  
PARTICIPANT 8: Okay.  
SINE: Okay. And so, my objectives are tied to basically your experiences, your challenges, the 
training needs that you have and your overall perception of your supervision through a systems 
approach lens. 
PARTICIPANT 8: Okay.  
SINE: Please describe your role in fieldwork supervision 
PARTICIPANT 8: Uhm, well the role in fieldwork supervision was to be a first-year support for the 
students that would be undergoing the internship programme you know whether, well I did first year. 
Internship supervision, so firstly I would say our role was first to support. Secondly we'd act as you 
know take on the role as educator as well because we would teach different theories, take them to 
their practicals, supervise all their reports, make sure that whatever was happening in their counselling 
session that we have to, thoroughly went through their reports, did practical supervision with them 
on the specific reports and you know so that ethical matters are addressed and the client more 




PARTICIPANT 8: And we were also acted as you know just a contact person for the agency so that 
they know that we're the supervisor of the students. So, for any sort of communication, challenges, 
concerns, feedback, we would be the person communicating to the agency social worker that the 
student would be working with.  
SINE: Hmmm. 
PARTICIPANT 8: And then also we'd act you know have to attend the internship oral exams. So, 
we were assisting the facilitator in grading or providing feedback on the overall participation of the 
student in the programme. The strengths, weaknesses, developing areas and competence of the 
student. 
SINE: Right, okay.  
PARTICIPANT 8: So that’s the number of roles that we had to take on.  
SINE: Yeah so it sounds like a holistic role, bordering on support, on administration and educating 
the student as well.  
PARTICIPANT 8: Hmmm. 
SINE: Okay. And how long have you held this position particularly with fourth year students? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Uhm I think it was in 2016 to 2019. 
SINE: Okay, alright.  
PARTICIPANT 8: So, I think it’s about two years that I was supervising for UJ fourth year students. 
SINE: So, four years? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Yes. 
SINE: Okay. And how long have you been practicing yourself as a social worker? 
PARTICIPANT 8: I graduated in 2012, uhm so I’ve been practicing say since 2013, yeah. 
SINE: Okay, alright. And just describe how the opportunity came about for you to become a field 
instruction supervisor. 
PARTICIPANT 8: I guess for me it has always been about the relationship that I had already built 
with the university because I studied at the university. And from there on I built a strong relationship 
with the department, so even after I had left, I maintained that relationship and I was quite curious 
about doing a bit of supervision work so they eventually extended an invitation. So, it was basically 
more about the relationship 
SINE: Okay. Was there any formal advertisements that you know of that had been put out or was it 
mostly just you reaching out? 
PARTICIPANT 8: I think that there was a formal note or it might have been you know it was a 
while back, but it might have been that one of my colleagues that informed me of this sort of role that 
they looking for and she provided me with an e-mail address of somebody to contact in the department 
74 
 
and that’s more or less. So it was more word of mouth and then that’s when I reached out, requesting 
if they still needed assistance regards to supervisors and then obviously I then had to hand in my 
documents and there was contracts and then everything was finalised.  
SINE: Okay. And how was your experience on the selection process to becoming a supervisor? 
PARTICIPANT 8: I’ll say that there was no challenges with the selection process, I think for me as 
well being a student of UJ made it easier because I was very familiar with the procedures, the 
internship criteria, uhm you know. So  I didn’t have any difficulties with regards to the selection 
process, I felt like once I did say that I am able to assist instead of embrace that and it assisted me just 
to finalise applications and then we met with regards the orientation and yes. 
SINE: Okay.  
PARTICIPANT 8: I don’t think I’ve had difficulties.  
SINE: Okay. And what do you understand as being the requirements of the department in becoming 
a supervisor? Was that clear to you the requirements that they were looking for? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Yeah definitely was clear. I think you know everything was provided on the 
contract as to what the role you have to play as well as what’s expected from the supervisor you 
know. So, I think that was quite clear from receiving the contract, reading the contract, how many 
hours was required to see the student every week. And yeah, so I think everything was made clear 
and formalised, everything was documented uhm yeah.  
SINE: And how would you describe the selection criteria? Do you know what is required to become 
a supervisor? 
PARTICIPANT 8: I think you should have been practicing for at least, I think a minimum of two 
years, but I think they have a preference with someone who has about five years’ experience in the 
field, they don’t want anything beyond social work qualification but it’s an advantage if you do have 
additional qualifications it becomes quite helpful but no, there is no other qualification that is 
required. 
SINE: Okay, alright. Please describe the challenges that you experience as a field supervisor. 
PARTICIPANT 8: The challenges was mainly I'd say with certain students that weren’t really 
pulling their weight, you know. Obviously, we also have ethical procedures to follow as being a social 
worker apart from being a supervisor. So, my challenges was just maintaining the two because 
ethically I need to make sure, I mean, I’m liable at the end of the day as well you know for the clients 
that they see. And for their conduct within the organisations as well, you know. So, I think my main 
challenge was mainly with students that didn’t pull their weight, students follow on their requirements 
for the internship programme and I mean that made it difficult to go to orals. And you know having 
to supervise and getting feedback, uhm yeah, I think that was my main challenge there. But I do feel 
that it was made easy because I mean we had regular supervision sessions, you know. 
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SINE: With the students? 
PARTICIPANT 8: We had open communication. Yeah. And we had open communication with their 
facilitators you know via e-mail, via when we're at the department because normally I would use the 
room at the department for supervision. So, I could easily go and see if the facilitator was there or 
you know I could have quick communication with the facilitator if there was a problem. So, I think 
with, students had challenges with the facilitators were already aware of the challenges that the 
student had,whether with be it learning, or you know other areas that was a concern. So that made the 
challenge a bit easy, so yeah.  
SINE: Okay. And so, these challenges that you mention mostly tied to the students; were there any 
other challenges tied to the agency or the university or the department in itself? 
PARTICIPANT 8: I think you know a lot of the challenges also there were some challenges with 
regards to the agency. You know there was actually limitations for some students they weren’t 
allowed to do certain things within the agency you know and you know with UJ and any other varsity, 
they have timelines on which they need to do projects on which they need to do their individual, their 
community and group work. So, I think there was a lot of limitations for a lot of students on when 
they could commence on the various structures of the agency and permitting them to do certain things. 
You know I felt like the students had to struggle a lot with regards to booking their clients 
appointments you know, scheduling the groups, finding the members, finding what project would 
work for the community and sometimes I say that there was only one or two per people supporting 
them in the agency but they were also very busy you know. So it wasn’t, they weren’t really attentive 
with regards to being hands on with the students there. So that was a challenge in terms of limitations 
for the students and it made it very difficult for them to prioritise various sections according to the 
learning guide and according to the criteria, those sort of deadlines for orals you know.  
SINE: Hmmm. 
PARTICIPANT 8: So that I would say with regards to the agency. I find UJ in general very 
supportive. Sometimes, it was difficult to secure a space within the department because it's a very 
small department.  So, we would walk around most of the time we had a room where it was mostly 
vacant, we found it occupied there was conflict. 
SINE: Yeah. 
PARTICIPANT 8: In terms of the role that they play for students, I feel like they are very 
accommodating when the student has challenges. They also, I mean they have agency liaison you 
know, so if we have a problem that is being communicated, then the person would go to the agencies 
or you know, somebody would make contact with the agency to follow up you know. So, I do feel 
like they did try from their side to ensure that the students’ workplace in organisation and assisted 
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when there were challenges, they following through their internship practical. So, I would say yeah, 
I really did like that about UJ that they were embracing, supportive, they were involved. Another 
thing is I think you know being with students a lot of the challenges with communication , you know 
effective communication so as soon as I note the problem to escalate it to whether be it the agency 
liaison whether be it the facilitator, whether it be the supervisor and sometimes we find that it would 
be a month you know or a few weeks that passed and the student was having the problem and they 
didn’t communicate it you know. So, no one from either of the supporting areas are, was able to assist 
you know. So, I think more communication from students because of fear or you know perhaps 
thinking that everything will fall into place. 
SINE: Yeah, okay. And in such instances, how would you cope with such challenges? 
PARTICIPANT 8: With lack of communication? 
SINE: Yeah with lack of communication of students and students not really just being able to pull 
their weight and proper conduct. 
PARTICIPANT 8: What I do is I'd address it in the supervision, you know I’d find out what is the 
challenge that the student is having and I think once the root of the problem is identified, then I’d 
obviously look at solutions that we can do to sort of move forward from the problem. So, I would 
schedule a meeting with the social worker at the agency or you know I just try to deal or prioritise the 
problem as best I could. And I think I had very in-depth supervision sessions where I try to encourage 
the student, to let the student know that I am also there for their support. And I don’t know the 
problem, they’re not going to be assisted as well as they’re not going to make the grade or the criteria 
that we need for our oral exams. And what I’d also do is follow up on e-mails, I’d obviously then 
become adapt to micromanage. So, I’d have to follow up on the student more frequently than I usually 
did. What I’d also have is I’d have WhatsApp groups, like WhatsApp chats for the students that I 
have. So, I’d have them on various communication platforms where I could reach them throughout 
the day to ask them if they’ve followed up on certain matters, if they are fine, if there’s any concerns 
you know. And then obviously once in a week we would be in meetings for an hour, supervision 
sessions, so I’d follow up there as well. 
SINE: Hmmm, yeah, okay. 
PARTICIPANT 8: So yeah that’s basically what I did to cope and try to just, make sure that the 
situation was attended to. 
SINE: Yeah, okay. And then in terms of your own personal workload as a practicing social worker; 
did you find that there were any challenges with being able to manage that side of things with 
alongside your supervision? 
PARTICIPANT 8: At that time that I took on the role I was, I registered for my masters and I was 
studying like part-time. So, I had a lot of time on my hands where I could see them once a week, 
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where I could attend to them frequently. So, marking their reports, sending it back, so I wouldn’t say 
that work was a problem at that stage. However, when I went back to working in 2019, I had to cancel 
the contract because I could see that work was not, I wasn’t going to give my best for the students. 
SINE: Yeah.  
PARTICIPANT 8: So, my first month of work, I tried it and it was extremely difficult because I’m 
working in the EAP field, so it wasn’t going to work so I had to cancel my contract. 
SINE: Sure. 
PARTICIPANT 8: So, whilst working with supervision, I was very, very free, very flexible, I 
had hours throughout the day that I could attend to them as well so yeah. 
SINE: Okay, sure. And then just describe the support structures available, that were available to you 
as a supervisor from the university or the agency.  
PARTICIPANT 8: So, the support structures available for supervisors, we had the facilitators you 
know where we sort of we were not a big group, so we sort of had that personal relationship with the 
facilitators, with the coordinator. We met obviously for orals and stuff you know, so we had that sort 
of relationship built. We had a WhatsApp group for the supervision group, so if any news came in, 
any questions or queries with regards to the requirements, we would just WhatsApp which made it 
very easy to communicate at all times. Contact numbers were provided I guess, but I think they were 
very supportive towards supervisors. I feel like they really appreciated the work that we do provide, 
and I would also say that they were really supportive of our views. We could come in and say what 
we identified in the students and we could come and say areas that are developing areas, areas that 
are strengths and they would really, really support us in the orals and yeah, I would say it was very 
easy. 
SINE: Yeah. 
PARTICIPANT 8: They didn’t make it difficult; they didn’t oppose our views as a supervisor and 
yeah, I think there was open communication platforms. 
SINE: Yeah, sure. Okay. And do you think there could have been anymore support that could have 
been offered by UJ in terms of like maybe training or anything like that? 
PARTICIPANT 8: They did provide a training, a workshop. 
SINE: Okay. 
PARTICIPANT 8: They had training workshop that we attended, So in the beginning of the year 
they would host a two day workshop or one day workshop, basically taking us through the study 
guide because they always assume that there’s new supervisors coming on board, so they would take 
us through the study guide, the requirements, all the things that we need to know for the year and 




PARTICIPANT 8: yeah and I think over the time that I was there, they tried to implement a lot of 
changes. So, I think in supervision itself there’s a lot of areas for development, you know like perhaps 
maybe more contact with the supervisor you know it can be done besides the training workshops. 
Because I feel like the training workshop is effective yes but sometimes it becomes the same thing, 
you know sometimes repetitive. But what they used to do you know, the very interesting one was 
when I don’t know it was one lecturer, he did a workshop on what supervision actually is, the 
importance of supervision. But I do feel like it would be more effective if they have a consistent group 
of supervisors where training can be sort of consistent, not only the once off training workshop to 
explain what supervision is, the effectiveness of it but if they having continuous sort of training 
support sessions for the supervisors. It might be more effective with the students. Also I think one of 
the years that I was there, Dr Van Breda gave us a whole pack of articles to read on various sorts of 
general problems, general areas that we can read up on so that we can educate our students, you know. 
And I feel like that engagement session could be more practical where they can do that more 
practically because I feel like it really did assist need to empower my students on various areas that 
they were working on. Because I mean yes we come from varsity in general, but then you begin to 
specialise and our eyes open up of certain areas, and so I think that was also nice where we could be 
provided those articles to read up on. 
SINE: Yeah. 
PARTICIPANT 8: Or really just a nice pack. If they continuously sending the support for those, 
packs, supportive areas in terms of assisting us to assist the students, it would really be effective. 
SINE: Yeah.  
PARTICIPANT 8: Yeah. 
SINE: Okay. So, beyond your degree as a social worker and beyond the once off orientation 
workshops that they had at the university, they were no more training, structure training for 
supervisors and supervision. 
PARTICIPANT 8: Hmmm. Just that once off workshop that we had and then yeah. 
SINE: Was it once a year or once off ever since you started? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Per year. 
SINE: Okay. 
PARTICIPANT 8: Every year there was a workshop that was organised for the specific year. You 
know after the orientation sort of areas and then they’ll have another training workshop for the 
supervisors. 
SINE: Yes, okay. 
PARTICIPANT 8: Hmmm. 
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SINE: Alright. And did you feel you got any support from your peers in the same sort of like field 
that you were in, in terms of like supervisors you were working closely with? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Definitely, definitely. Like I knew one lady in the group so we constantly used 
to call one another if we were unsure of certain things and so that was very helpful you know the stuff 
that I may have missed that she was able to share with me and so forth. So, I think that peer and that 
WhatsApp group that we had was very nice you know because obviously digital platforms nowadays 
is good. 
SINE: Yeah, no sure. 
PARTICIPANT 8: And the questions that they asked on the WhatsApp group sometimes you'd also 
need the answers to you know. So that was quite effective. 
SINE: Yeah, yeah. And then looking from like a Systems perspective because that’s what this 
research is going to be geared, that’s the theoretical framework for this research and if you know 
maybe briefly about Systems theory specifically Ecological where we look at the micro, the meso 
and the macro. And you as a supervisor, as  micro entity in all of this and then in the meso you have 
the students and the relationships with the lecturers and facilitators and coordinators and so forth, and 
at a macro level having much bigger institutions like the department in itself, the department of social 
work at UJ and the South African Council for Social Services Professionals. How do you see all of 
those impacting on your role as you know let’s say for instance you as the supervisor being the micro; 
how do you see all of those impacting on your role that you’re able to conduct supervision? 
 
PARTICIPANT 8: Do you want me to speak generally on how it impacted me as a supervisor 
generally? 
SINE: Yeah, yeah that would be great. 
PARTICIPANT 8: Okay. I think looking at it in that way I can see that it was actually a lot with 
regards having to manage. 
SINE: Yeah. 
PARTICIPANT 8: So it gives me a sort of a broader view on my role as a supervisor and also the 
areas in which we needed to interact and the various not actually expectations but the various 
requirements from each level as well you know. So like you mentioned on a micro level, you know 
I’d have my own studies at the time and managing that one on one contact with the students maybe 
and then on the meso having the department as well as the group of students as well. So I would say 
that it was quite, if I look at it like that, quite challenging because you’re also  liable for conducting 





PARTICIPANT 8: So, I’d say, look, I’d say that it’s never impacted me negatively. I embraced it 
accordingly, I also loved student development, so I never actually looked at it in that way but just 
interacted in all levels as consistently and professionally as I could. So, I just tried to give my best as 
a supervisor, tried to equip the student more especially with skills and a lot of what I could be 
assistance is furthering my studies, trying to pass on advanced skills. Also, with regards to students 
work, so I think it really does depend on where you are on the micro level as a supervisor itself you 
know.  
SINE: Hmmm. 
PARTICIPANT 8: The things that you are exposed to it sort of them  infiltrates or ripples onto the 
various systems obviously the meso and the agency itself because you must remember then the agency 
also becomes a resource to you, a resource to the student and a resource to the department. So, I think 
that all the systems interact simultaneously, and they give off and yeah it just works together, I guess. 
SINE: Hmmm. 
PARTICIPANT 8: But yeah, I wouldn’t say that I had, there was any negative impact, but yeah. 
SINE: Yeah, okay. Perfect. And then lastly do you feel that maybe having your, having advanced 
training, whether it’s your masters or in any other field beyond just your generic undergrad social 
work degree; do you feel that helps? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Definitely, definitely. 
SINE: Okay.  
PARTICIPANT 8: I think it just helped me in terms of being able to equip the students much more, 
like with advanced skills, which I would be able to encourage in their reports, encourage in their 
practical work with the students, putting these things into practices. Also, I would say that it actually 
did encourage the students a lot on further studies you know if I look at the students I assisted, some 
of them have also pursued further studies. So, I would say it also acted as a motivating role for my 
students to see that listen there is more to the social work field, there is other opportunities. So, in 
terms of a personal role that I had with them, it was encouraging towards them as well as it was 
assisting them with their advanced skills and practice. 
SINE: Yeah, yeah, a hundred percent.  Okay. And lastly are there any other comments or 
recommendations that you have for the field of supervision in social work? 
PARTICIPANT 8: Yeah, I think like we spoke about if supervision can become a practice. And I 
know that when I was studying, we did a supervision course, but definitely a graduate course in 
supervision and management I think it would be very helpful because as a supervisor and most of the 
supervisors, they are not in a supervisory role already. So taking this on without thorough knowledge 
of how to become a social work supervisor is risky especially for the students. More workshops and 




PARTICIPANT 8: So, I think if the workshops are not geared to defining what supervision is and 
those general aspects, but if there’s a deeper level to the supervision. 
SINE: Yeah. 
PARTICIPANT 8: And then that might really help to engage with students more strongly and yeah 
like I also said if UJ can have a group of social workers that are just mainly for those needs. Sometimes 
having a strong team of supervisors is needed and also having supervisors that have those flexible 
times. 
SINE: Yeah. 
PARTICIPANT 8: It really does impact on the student if you’re not able to give them that time and 
attention, attentive learning areas as well. So that’s what I would say. 
SINE: Okay. Brilliant. This is it, thank you so much for your time. 
PARTICIPANT 8: No problem. 
SINE: I really appreciate it.  
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